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I 
INTRODUCTION 

§ I 
I. THERE are some things which we can do without 
understanding what we are doing; not only things 
which we do with our bodies, like locomotion and 
digestion, but even things which we do wit~ur 
minds, like making a poem or recognizing a \ ce. 
But when that which wc do is in the nature of th k­
ing, it begins to be desirable, if we are to do it ~ 1, 

,A that we should understand what we are trying to do. 

\
;, Scientific and historical thought could never go very 

far unless scientists and historians reflected on their i 
own work, tried to understand what they were aim-
ing at, and asked themselves how best to attain it. 
Most of all, this is true of philosophy. It is possible 
to raise and solve ph~losophical problems with no 

I very clear idea of what philosophy is, what it is 
trying to do, and how it can best do it; but no great 
progress can be made until these questions have been 
asked and some answer to them given. 

Philosophy, moreover, has this peculiarity, that 
, reflection upon it is part of itself. The theory of 

poetry mayor may not be of service to a poet-
I opinions on that question have differed-but it is 

no part of poetry. The theory of science and the 
theory of history are not parts of science and of his- , 
tory; if scientists and historians study these things, 
they study them not in their capacity as scientists 
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or historians, but in their capacity as philosophers. 
But the theory of philosophy is itself a problem for 
philosophy; and not only a possible problem, but 
an inevitable problem, one which sooner or later it 
is bound to raise. 

For these two reasons, both because it is among 
his proper subjects of study and because without it 
his chance of success in his other subjects is dimi­
nish&: the philosopher is under an obligation to 
stud(the nature of philosophy itself. Towards that 
stud1r the present essay is intended as a contribution j 
its ~Jrimary purpose being to consider the question 
\Vila~ philosophy is. 

2. There are various lines by which that question 
might be approached. One of these would depend 
upon the relation between an object and the thought 
of it. Any special science, we might argue, must 
have something special to study, and whatever pecu­
liarities it presents in aim and method must be due 
to peculiarities in its object; from this point of 
view it would appear that the most hopeful way of 
approaching our question is first to define the proper 
object of philosophical thought, and then to deduce 
from this definition the proper methods it should 
follow. But this line of approach would offer no 
hope of success except to a person convinced that 
he already possessed an adequate conception of this 
object; convinced, that is, that his philosophical 
tJlOught had already reached its goal. To me at least, 
d~refore, this path is closed; for though I believe 
th( certain ways of philosophizing are more fruitful 
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than others, I know of no p1;lilosophy fhat is not· a 
voyage of exploration whose end, the adequate know­
ledge of its proper object, remains as yet unreached. 

A second way, which might be open .even if the 
first were closed, depends on the relation between 
means and end. We might ask what kind of results 
philosophy hopes or desires to achieve; and, having 
thus laid down its programme, consider what means 
can be found of realizing it. But although every 
philosopher has some idea of what he hopes to 
achieve, this idea varie::J from person to person and 
in the same person from time to time; nor could it 
be otherwise, for any progress in thought must bring 
with it a certain change in the conception of its own 
end, the goal of one stag~ .being the starting-point 
of the next. If I followed this method, therefore, I 
could not hope or even desire to command the assent 
of my readers, or even my own assent hereafter. 

3. There remains a third line of approach. Philo­
sophy never with any of us reaches its ultimate goal; 
and with its temporary gains it never rests content; 
e pur si muo've: it is an activity which goes on in our 
minds, and we are able to distinguish it from among 
others, and to recognize it by certain peculiar marks. 
These marks characterize it as an activity or process; 
they are, therefore, peculiarities of procedure; and 
accordingly it is possible to answer the question 
what philosophy is by giving an account of philo­
sophical method. 

This suggests taking philosophical thought as a 
special kind of fact, scrutinizing it, and describing 
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the procedure which it is found to exhibit. But that 
would not be enough. The question what philosophy 
is, cannot be separated from the question what 
philosophy ought to be. When we distinguish philo­
sophy from the other activities of our minds, we do 
not think of it as something that merely happens 
in us like the circulation of the blood; we think of 
it as something we try to do, an activity which we 
are trying to bring into conformity with an idea 
of what it ought to be. Consequently, when we set 
out to give an account of philosophical method, what 
we are trying to describe is not so much a method 
actually followed by ourselves or anyone else, as 
a method which in our philosophical work ,ve are 
trying to follow, even if we never entirely succeed. 
Hence an account of philosophical method must 
attempt to satisfy two conditions. First, to avoid 
a kind of philosophical utopianism, it must keep in 
touch with facts, and never lose sight of the question 
what methods have actually been used by philo­
sophers of the past. Secondly, to avoid replacing a 
philosophical question by an historical one, it must 
treat all such precedents as mere preliminaries to 
the main question: the final appeal must be to our 
own experience of philosophical work, and to our 
consciousness that when we are engaged in it 
these are the principles which we are trying to 
follow. 

4. The problem of method is one which has exer­
cised philosophers from the earliest times; but there 
are reasons for thinking it a problem of peculiar 
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.importance to-day. Since the close of the Middle 
Ages there have been two great constructive move­
ments in philosophy: the Cartesian, following upon 
the scepticism that dissolved the medieval systems 
of thought, and the Kantian, following upon the 
scepticism of the eighteenth century. Each was 

. marked by a general agreement, such as must always 
exist in any period of achievement and. progress, con­
cerning the principles of method; and each was 
opened, and its main principles were laid down, by 
a methodological tieatise. The movement of the 
seventeenth century is called Cartesian because its 
constitution and code of law were given to it by 
Descartes in the Discours de la M etlzode; that of the 
late eighteenth and early-nineteenth century stands 
in a similar relation to the Critique of Pure Reason. 

The Kantian movement, as ~ philosophical move­
ment, had worked itself out within fifty years from 
the publication of the Critique, and its influence 
passed into the sphere of historical and humanistic 
studies, as that of the Cartesian had passed into the 
sphere of natural science. Throughout the greater 
part of the nineteenth century, the attention of active 
minds was chiefly taken up by these two branches 
of knowledge, science and history; there seemed 
nothing left for philosophy to do, and it sank into 
complete neglect, except as an appendage of natural 
science or as a part of history. Late in the century 
a few men appeared in whom once more philosophy 
found its proper shape as a distinct and living form 
of thought. These men heralded the dawn of a new 

4033 B 



6 INTRODUCTION 
generation, that in which we now live, for which philosophy is among the universal interests of the mind. The ferment of a new growth is at work. In the quantity and quality of the philosophical books now issuing from the press of this country alone, our time can bear comparison with any other; judged by the number of writers, the seriousness of their aims, and their resolution in exploring new ways of thought, this generation has already reached a level in philosophical work which no one could have anticipated fifty years ago, and seems to promise a further advance which may even lead to a new con­str!lctive movement. 
But in order that this promise should be redeemed, one thing is needed above all others: a patient and thorough reconsideration of the problem of method. The present is a time of crisis and chaos in philo­sophy. The exceptional difficulty which modern philosophers find in accepting each other's conclu­sions, and even in understanding each other's argu­ments, is a necessary consequence of their failure to agree upon principles of method, or even to find out exactly how they differ; this only is clear, that the old methods are no longer followed, and everyone is free to invent a new one of his own. This is a state of things natural and proper to an age when new movements are in the making; b:ut if it lasts too long discouragement arid indifference will take the place of enterprise, and the new movement will be rotten before it is ripe. 

There is a widespread interest in the problem of 
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method; but it has not yet been directly faced as 
a distinct problem, as Descartes faced it in the Dis­
COW"S or Kant in the Critique. Consequently philo­
sophers of all schools are still in varying degrees, 
however ,little they may recognize it, under the 
domination of methodological ideas inherited from 
the nineteenth century, when philosophy was in 
v.arious ways assimilated to the pattern of empirical 
science. If the state of philosophy at present is 
chaotic, that is beca~,se the rubbish left on the ground 
by the decayed systems of the last century is an 
impediment to sight and an obstacle to progress. 
The aim of this essay is to clear some of this rub­
bish from the ground, or at least to call attention 
to the need of doing so 'and invite others to go on 
with the work. To those who are busy constructing 
systems of their own, an invitation to take part in 
such elementary and menial work may seem an im­
pertinence; but at least it betokens a conviction that 
beneath the apparent chao~ there is unity of purpose 
and spirit, and that beyond the present crisis the 
future of philosophy is full of hope. 

§ 2 

5. The different parts of philosophy are so re­
lated among themselves that none of them can be 
discussed without raising problems belonging to 
the rest. The subject of this essay is the nature of 
philosophy; and it w~uld be both easy and agree­
able to expand this subject ,so as to include the place 
of philosophy among the other forms of thought, 

; 
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the place of thought among the other activities of 
the mind, and the relation of mind to the world. 

There are two reasons against yielding to this 
temptation. First, as a matter of principle: . if the 
discussion of a special problem is allowed to expand 
until it becomes a discussion of the most general 
problems, no special problem will ever receive ade­
quate attention; whatever question is raised will 
come to be regarded merely as a variant of the one 
ultimate question, and its special features will be 
neglected. The result will be a philosophy where all 
distinctions are swallowed up in a blank and colour­
le~s unIty; a result no less fatal to the unity than to 
the distinctions, because the unity, which ought to 
be the articulated unity of an ordered system, has 
now become a mere undifferentiated chaos. 

Secondly, as a matter of expediency. The purpose 
of this book is to call attention to a certain problem. 
There are plenty of books on the market in which 
the general problems of philosophy are ably and 
attractively dealt with, and I should hesitate to add 
to them; but there does seem to be a place for an 
essay on philosophical method; and the utility of 
such an essay can only be impaired if it expands into 
a general philosophical treatise. 

For these reasons, though no doubt the thoughts 
here expressed have implications in metaphysics, 
logic, and the theory of knowledge, these implica­
tions will not be discussed. The reader will find 
that, in order to bring into relief the special charac­
teristics of philosophy, it is constantly compared and 
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contrasted with science, and in particular with two 
kinds of science, empirical and exact. He will also 
find references to history and to poetry. But he will 
find no sketch, however brief, of a general scheme in 
which 'poetry, history, science, and phi~osophy have 
each its own place. 

6. Another warning is due to the reader at this 
point. I have illustrated the idea of exact science 
from elementary mathematics, and the idea of empi­
rical science from zoology, botany, and othet: natural 
sciences. Perhaps a :mathematician, if I am fortu­
nate enough to number mathematicians among my 
readers, may say to me: 'Your account of the method 
used in exact science is altogether beside the mark; 
modern mathematical theory has changed all that, 
and you are tilting at a man of straw.' If so, I shall 
reply that my contentions, so far from being inva­
lidated, are confirmed in precisely that quarter where 
confirmation is most welcome. For what I am dis­
cussing~ when I distinguish philosophical method 
from that of exact science, is not mathematics itself 
but a certain method, often mistakenly used in philo­
sophy, which is believed to be that of mathematics. 
Even if it is right in mathematics I believe it to be 
wrong in philosophy; but my attempt to combat it 
as a philosophical method may, I fear, be opposed 
by the reply: 'This method is so brilliantly successful 
in mathematics that philosophy cannot do wrong to 
imitate it.' That is ~n argument, I contend, in which 
the conclusion does not follow from the premiss; 
but my objection to it is only strengthened if the 
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premiss is pronounced untrue. A corresponding 
answer would apply to a scientist who objected to 
my account of inductive science. 

§3 
The scope of this essay does not require that it 

should be prefaced by even the briefest history of 
its problem; but it will be of service to consider a 
few points in that history, as especially instructive 
for my purpose. I propose to take four philosophers, 
Socrates, Plato, Descartes, and Kant, and to discuss 
their contributions to the theory of philosophical 
metho'd; not asking what methods they actually 
used in their work, which is an entirely distinct 
question, but only what methods they explicitly 
claimed to be using or recommended for the use of 
others. 

7. The central position in the history of Greek 
philosophy occupied by Socrates was undoubtedly 
connected with his contributions to method. The 
very existence of the word dialectic, ,vhich from his 
time down to the present day has stood for an impor­
tant group of methodological conceptions, owes its 
origin to his technique in philosophical discussion; 
and when Aristotle asked himself what contribution 
Socrates had made to philosophy, he answered in 
terms implying that, in his opinion, Socrates was 
essentially the inventor of a method. 

Socrates stated his own theory of his invention 
by saying that knowledge was to be sought within 
the mind, and brought to birth by a process of 
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questioning. The contrast bere insisted upon is the 
contrast between perceiving (a'LaB1]aLS) , regarded as 
the observation of things outside oneself, and think ... 
ing (V01]aLS) , regarded as the discovery of what is 
within. Socrates showed that this second activity 
was common to two kinds of inquiry, which he does 
not seem to have distinguished in his theory of 
method: mathematics and ethics. His revolt against 
the study of nature was essentially a, revolt against 
observation in favour of thought; and whereas 
mathematical methgg, as an example of thought, 
had already been discovered by his predecessors, 
his own discovery was that a similar method, for 
which he invented an appropriate technique, could 
be applied to ethical questions. This technique, 
as he himself recognized", depended on a principle 
which is of great importance to any theory of 
philosophical method: the principle that in a philo­
sophical inquiry what we are trying to do is not to 
discover something of which until now we have been 
ignorant, but to know better something which in 
some sense we knew already; not to know it better 
in the sense of coming to know more about it, but 
to know it 'better in the sense of coming to know it 
in a different and better way-actually instead of 
potentially, or explicitly instead of implicitly, or in 
whatever terms the theory of knowledge chooses to 
express the difference: the difference itself has been 
a familiar fact ever since Socrates pointed it out. 

8. It is true that philosophical thought resembles 
mathematical in the manner asserted by Socrates; 
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each is essentially not a way of observing facts, but a way of thinking. But a closer comparison between the method of mathematics and his own new method of dialectic would have shown him that, though simi­lar up to a point, beyond that point they differ in an important way; and the evidence before us suggests that Socrates himself did not explicitly recognize this difference. Nothing is said about it in any writing earlier than Plato's Republic, where it is developed with unwonted explicitness in a well-known passage at the end of the sixth book; there is nothing about it in the Phaedo, where the intellectual autobiography of Socrates not only permits but·one might almost say de"mands a reference to it, had such an impor­tant conception been Socratic in origin. Without dogmatizing, therefore, I propose to regard this doctrine as a Platonic development of the concep­tions inherited from Socrates. 
The passage in question is that in which a line is divided into four parts so that a: b :: c : d:: a + b : c + d. Here a + band c + d are the worlds of thought (Ta v01]ra) and perception (here called 'Ta opara), whose relation has been ,expounded in the Phaedo; so far we are doubtless on familiar Socratic ground. What Plato now wishes to point out is that a similar rela­tion exists within the world of thought, between two orders of objects and two' forms of thought corre­sponding to them, these forms of thought being dialectic and mathematics. 

Whatever may be the unsolved obscurities of this famous passage, one thing is clear: that it expresses 
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a view according to which dialectic and mathematics 
differ in method. The difference is stated by saying 
that in mathematics the mind 'goes from hypotheses 
not to a principle but to a conclusion', whereas in 
dialectic it 'goes from hypotheses to a non-hypo­
thetical principle'; and this is further explained by 
saying that geometricians posit triangles and so forth 
as hypotheses, and admit no argument about them, 

, but proceed on this basis to demonstrate their con­
clusions ; whereas in dialectic we use hypotheses not 
as principles, but as tbe hypotheses which they are, 
employing them as stepping-stones to reach some­
thing which is not an hypothesis but the principle 
of everything. I 

Mathematics and dialectic are so far alike that each 
begins with an hypothesis: 'Let so-and-so be as­
sumed.' But in mathematics the hypothesis formg 
a barrier to all further thought in that direction: the 
rules of mathematical method do not allow us to ask 
'Is this assumption true? Let us see what would 
follow if it were not.' Henc~ mathematics, although 
intellectual, is not intellectual a outrance; it is a way 
.of thinking, ~ut it is also a way of refusing to think. 

r Rep. 509 D seqq. The passages paraphrased are : !fovx~ ~7]T€LV 
dvay«a~€TaL ;g tmoelcT€wv, 0?J« €TT' dpx~v 1TopwoJLlvTJ, dM' ;1Tl 
T€AWTl}V, TO 8' ao ET€POV ;1T' dpX~v aVV1TOefTOV ;g tmOelUfWS 
'~( ). e' , ,\ ,., \ Lovua 510 B. V1TO €JL€VOt TO T€ 1T€PLTTOV «aL TO apTLOV «TI\ • ••• 
o?Jolva Aayov oirrf aUTO'S ot1T€. MAOLS ET, dgLouuL 1TfP~ a?JTwv <:.' <:.' ,. , .J. ~, , <:.',., \ \ ' ''t' OLQOVaL WS 1TaVTL 'f'av€pwv, €« TOVTWV 0 apXOJL€VOL Ta 1\0L1Ta 7]07] 
.OLfgL6VT€S TfAfVTWULV 0JL0>'0yoVJLlvws E1Tl TOUTO OV av E1Tl U«l!foLV ., ( ) \. e' , ", ~\\' 0pJL7]UWULV 510 C-D. Tas V1T0 fUfLS 1TOLOVJLEVOS ov« apxas, Ul\l\a 
~., • e' f" f3' \ ~ '" , -TqJ OVTL V1TO fUELS, OLOV €1TL aU€LS T€ «a, oPJLas, Lva JL€Xpt TOV • (J , '" ~ ,.,' , .\ ( ) aVV7TO fTOV €1TL T7]V TOV 1TaVTos apXTJv LWV ICTI\. 511 B • 
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In dialectic we not only draw the consequences of 
our hypotheses, but we recollect that they are only 
hypotheses; that is, we are free to 'cancel the hypo­
thesis', [ or assume the opposite and see what follows 
from that. The purpose of this procedure is no 
doubt the same as that of Socrates' mid\vifery, to 
bring to light that knowledge which the mind 
already possesses concealed within it; and this is 
now defined as knowledge of a metaphysical first 
principle called the good. 

Plato explicitly tells us in his Epistles (ii, vii) that 
he has never committed this knowledge to paper. 
But we do possess, in his dialogues, an unequalled 
series of ~tudies in philosophical method,l from 
which' it is easy to gather what exactly he meant 
by dialectic. The Parmenides may be taken as an 
example. Discounting the long introduction, the 
body of the dialogue comprises a series of sections 
each devoted to working out the implications of one 
metaphysical hypothesis, the subject-matter of these 
hypotheses being borrowed from the Parmenidean 
philosophy. The first hypothesis is that the One 

• Rep. 533 c: T(h" imo()taf:ts allatpOvaa. 
: Recent work on Plato, notably that of Professor A. E. Taylor 

and th~ late Professor Burnet, has made it impossible any longer 
to regard the dialogues as essentially statements of a philosophical 
position or series of positions; but the same authors' attempt to 
explain them as essentially studies in the history of thought does 
not to me at least carry conviction. 'Whatever else they may be, 
it seems clear that they were intended as models for the conduct 
of philosophical discussion, or essays in method. I am not sure 
whether or no I had the first suggestion of this idea, many years 
ago, from the com'ersalion of Professor J. A. Smith. 
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is not many; the second, that the One exists; the 
third, that it is not one; the fourth, that it does not 
exist. Here each hypothesis is (cancelled' in turn; 
thought pursues every path which it can discover, 
in whatever direction it le~ds. 

Plato's contribution to the theory of philosophical 
method, then, or at any rate that contribution which 
for my present purpose may be credited to Plato, is 
the conception of philosophy as the ~me sphere in 
which thought moves with perfect freedom, bound 
by no limitations except those which it imposes upon 
itself for the duratioii--of a single argument. Conse­
quently thought, whose nature is exemplified im­
perfectly in the ideal of mathematics, is perfectly 
exemplified in that of philosophy; anyone who 
thinks, and is determined- to let nothing stop him 
from thinking, is a philosoP.her, and hence Plato is 
able to say that philosophy (8'aAeKT'K~) is the same as 
though t (V61]O'LS). 

This is a conception of the highest importance, 
and fertile in good results for the theory and prac­
tice both of philosophy and of exact science, as 
the history of both abundantly demonstrates. But 
considered (as it must be for the purposes of this 
essay) merely as a conception of philosophy, it has 
two defects, or perhaps a single defect which may 
conveniently be stated in two ways. First, it is 
merely negative. It distinguishes philosophy from 
mathematics only by the removal of a restriction, 
with the result that philosophy is represented as a 
form of thought substantially akin to mathematics 
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and differing only in its range. Secondly, it is never 
made clear how this exhaustive canvassing of every 
possible hypothesis can lead to the discovery of the 
metaphysical first principle. If mathematical reason­
ing cannot do this, why should reasoning of the same 
kind do it when merely widened in scope? Plato 
may assure us, and we may agree, that the desired 
result does in. practice follow; but we are investi­
gating, not his actual achievements in philosophy, 
but his expressed theory of the method by which 
they were won; and in terms of that theory there 
is an evident gap between the idea of the means and 
the idea of the end. 

However highly Plato's philosophical achieve­
ments are rated, and to rate them at any value 
short of the highest would be to confess oneself no 
philosopher, his theory of method must be admitted 
defective through failure to drive deep enough the 
distincti.on established by himself between philo­
sophy and mathematics. The result is that his 
methodology splits philosophy into two parts:. one 
an arid waste of ingenious logic-chopping, the other 
an intuitive vision of ultimate reality. That the first 
is in fact a pathway to the second may be vouched 
for by the experience of many generations that have 
taken Plato for their guide; but even if it is, we are 
here engaged on a philosophical quest, in search 
not of facts to be accepted on authority but of 
conceptions in whose light the facts may be under­
stood; and these Plato has not given us. 

9. In their character as men, there was little 
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resemblance between Socrates and Descartes; yet 
there is a remarkable analogy between their positions 
in the history of ancient and modern thought. Each 
closed a period of division and doubt, and initiated 
one of brilliant constructive progress, by the discovery 
of a method; eac4~was driven to this discovery by 
a thorough study of what passed for knowledge in 
his own day and a resulting sense of his own ignor­
ance; each in consequence resolved to distinguish 
observation from thought, and to make a new begin­
ning by looking for truth within himself; and each 
found the clue to his new method in the principles 
of mathematics. I. 

Socrates had found in mathematics a model for 
dialectical reasoning; Descartes, disgusted with the 
dialectic of the schools, went back to the same model, 
and described the lessons he learnt there under four 
heads: the canons of evidence, division, order, and 
exhaustion. Nothing was to be assented to, unless 
evidently known to be true; every subject-matterwas 
to be divided into the smallest possible parts, each 
to be dealt with separately; each part was to be con­
sidered in its right order, the simplest first; and no 
part was to be omitted in reviewing the whole.: 

It was from the study of mathematics that Des­
cartes learnt these rules, and it was to the advance­
ment of mathematics that he first applied them; but 
he hoped from the. first that they would prove useful 
in a fC;lr wider sphere, and by degrees he applied 

r Discours de la Metlzode, premiere partie. 
1 Ibid., deuxieme partie. 
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them to the whole field of knowledge as he conceived 
it: that is, not only to mathematics but to meta­
physics and the sciences of nature; for divinity he 
ruled out as a matter of faith, poetry he considered 
a gift rather than a fruit of study, and history he 
regarded as a pastime full of interest and not devoid 
of profit, but very far from the dignity or utility of 
a science. I 

Whatever may have been the method actually used 
by Descartes in his philosophical inquiries-that, I 
repeat, is another question-it is clear that the method 
which in this critical pronouncement he claimed to 
be using was at all points identical with that which 
he used in mathematics. He admits only one method 
for all three branches of science; the problem of a 
special method appropriate to philosophy is one 
which he has not raised. 

The philosophers who, in spite of his own modest 
disclaimer, treated his Discours as a system of pre­
cepts, found them highly profitable. Especially at a 
time-like his, when philosophical doctrines had been 
reduced by probabilism to mere matters of opinion, 
nothing but good could come of insisting that they 
must be either based on solid argument or abandoned 
as indefensible conjectures. Hardly less beneficial 
was Descartes's second rule, that difficulties must be 
divided up and their elements considered separately, 
when this rule ~as taken in conjunction with the 
third, that they must be considered in their right 
order, and the fourth, that no element must be 

I. Discollrs de la Mithode, premiere partie, deu:deme partie. 
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omitted. The magnificent philosophical work done 
in the seventeenth century was due not so much to 

. its being a century of genius-car ce n' est pas assez 
d' avoir l' esprit bon, mais le principal est de l' appliquer 
bien-as to its being a century in which the Cartesian 
rules of method were attentively observed. 

Yet, as both Descartes and his successors very well 
knew, philosophy and mathematics are, even in 
method, not at all points identical; and accordingly 
the benefits that philosophy can receive from an 
insistence upon their likeness are only partial. The 
great seventeenth-century philosophers, Descartes 
himself as much as any, in practice to some extent 
recognized the differences which in the Discours had 
been overlooked or implicitly denied. But that denial 
was not only a symptom that these differences were 
insufficiently apprehended; it was also an encourage­
ment to overlook them, which reacted on philosophy 
itself by holding up to it a distorted picture of what 
it ought to be; and it was this reaction that set his 
problem to Kant. 

10. Of the three Cartesian sciences, mathematics, 
science of nature, and metaphysics, to all of which 
Descartes had proposed to apply one and the same 
method, Kant, a century and a half later, could see 
that not all had profited equally. The Cartesian 
mathematics had stood firm, and continued to ad­
vance; the Cartesian natural science had undergone 
a good deal of criticism, notably at the hands of 
Newton; and the :Cartesian metaphysics had worked 
itself into a blind alley. The inference was that 
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Descartes's method, as stated by himself, was ade­
quate to the case of mathematics, but required 
modification in natural science, where it showed in­
sufficient grasp of the significance of experiment, and 
still more modification in the case of metaphysics. 

Some of Kant's younger contemporaries and suc­
cessors ascribed to him the design of discrediting 
metaphysics for ever. It was a misconception both 
of what he intended to do and of what he did; but 
there wa~.an excuse for it. Kant initiated a new kind 
of philosophy, as he thought, which he called trans­
cendental or critical philosophy; its purpose was 
to serve as a propaedeutic or introduction to meta­
physics, to warn the metaphysician against fallacies 
of method and to set him on the right road. It was 
in fact essentially a methodology of metaphysics. 
Having mastered the propaedeutic, Kant assumed 
that the philosopher would go back to his proper 
work, that of metaphysical speculation; and that 
now, having learnt its proper method, metaphysics, 
reformed and reorganized, would advance with the 
same sure tread as mathematics and the science of 
nature. 

On Rant's programme, therefore, there were in 
future to be two distinct philosophies: a methodo­
logy, which he conceived himself to have given to 
the world in a definitive shape, and a substantive 
philosophy which, guided by this methodology, 
would be able to progress indefinitely. But this 
division, however attractive at first sight, was soon 
found unsatisfying. So far from being definitive, the 
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Critique of Pure Reason brought the problems of 
methodology into the focus of men's thought, and 
gave rise to discussions which to some extent diverted 
them from metaphysics and for a time made that ap­
pear a dead subject; and even Kant himself was not 
clear in his own mind about the relation between 
the two things, for he saw that in one sense critical 
philosophy was a .part of metaphysics, though in 
another it was an introduction to it. I 

He had impaled himself on the horns of a dilemma. 
If the methodology of philosophy (Kritik) is a pro­
paedeutic to philosophy}tself (Metaphysik) , the name 
of philosophical science (Wissenschaft) cannot belong 
to them both; and we get the result, either that this 
name must be denied to the Critique of Pure Reason 
itself, a paradox rightly rejected by Kant's followers, 
or that it belongs exclusively to the propaedeutic and 
must be denied to substantive philosophy, which was 
from Kant's own point of view still more paradoxical. 
But on the other alternative, if methodology is a part of 
philosophy, Kant's programme collapses; for we can 
no longer hope to settle ;the methodological prob­
lems once for all and then go on with the substantive 
philosophy, because any advance in that will react 
upon and reopen the problems of methodology. 

For this reason we cannot look to Kant for a 
1 K.R.V. A 841, B 869: 'die Philosophie der rein en Vemunft 

ist nun entweder Propadeutik (Voriibung), welche ... heisst 
Kritik, oder zweitens das System der reinen Vemunft (Wissen­
schaft) ... [welche] heisst Metaphysik; wiewohl dieser Name 
auch der ganzen reineri- Philosophie mit Inbegdff der Kritik 
gegeben werden kann.' 

4033 c 
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satisfactory theory of philosophical method. What 
he has to teach us on that subject will fall into two 
parts which he tries, but without success, to keep in 
two watertight compartments: one relating to the 
principles and methods of transcendental philo­
sophy and taught chiefly by example, the other to 
those of metaphysics, taught by precept in the con­
ciuding chapters of the Critique. 

Bearing this in mind, we may turn to these chap­
ters in order to see how Kant, at the end of his 
critical inquiry, sums up his conclusions as to the 
method of metaphysics. At once we see that his aim 
is not so much to controvert but rather to correct 
Descartes, by a careful distinction between philo­
sophical and mathematical thinking. He argues in 
detail that, of the special marks of mathematical 
science, not one is to be found in philosophy, and 
that the adoption of mathematical methods there 
can do nothing but harm. I Philosophy knows no 
definitions: or rather, their place in philosophy is 
not aJ; the beginning of an inquiry but at the end; for 
we can philosophize without them, and if this were 
not so we could not philosophize at all.2 Philosophy 
knows no axioms: no truths, there, are self-evident, 
any two concepts must be discursively connected by 
means of a third.3 Philosophy knows no demonstra­
tions: its proofs are not demonstrative but acro­
amatic; in other words, the difference between 
mathematical proof and philosophical is that in the 
former you proceed from point to point in a chain of 

I A 726, B 754. ~ A 727. B 755. 3 A 732, B 761. 
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grounds and consequents, in the latter you must 
always be ready to go back and revise your premisses, 
when errors, undetected in them, reveal themselves 
in the conclusion. I 

From this admirably clear and conclusive series 
of distinctions, Kant turns to discuss the principles 
of philosophical controversy. That reason has the 
right to criticize -every opinion and discuss every 
subject with perfect freedom he proclaims with em­
phasis; but these discussions, he thinks, are bound 
to end in antinomies from which reason can find no 
issue. They cannot,even be resolved, like the anti­
nomies of the understanding, by reflecting that the 
objects to which they relate are mere phenomena; 
for they are not; they are things in themselves.:! In 
this situation, what we must do is to accept those 
propositions which are 'consistent with the specula­
tive interest of our reason'; for example, the exis­
tence of God and the freedom of the will; sceptical 
attacks on these propositions, therefore, are not to 
be feared, and should, indeed, be encouraged for 
the exercise which they give to the powers of 
thought. 

I have quoted this passage in order to illustrate 
the confusions into which Kant is betrayed by his 
failure to think out the relation between critical 
philosophy and metaphysics. His plea for liberty of 
discussion in metaphysics rings true; but his reason 
for defending it destroys the incentive to it; for he 
argues that it can do no harm, since it can come to 

I A 734, B 762, : A 741, B 769. 
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no conclusion. Why then should we pursue it? Be­
cause, says Kant, it is a useful gymnastic, in which 
reason comes to know itself better. This amounts 
to saying that the true end of reason is to come to 
a knowledge of itself, to become aware of its own 
pO\ver and limitations, in a word to master the lessons 
of the critical philosophy, and that metaphysical 
argument is of value only as an introduction to 
this. 

The relition between the two kinds of philosophy 
has here suffered a complete inversion: originally 
criticism was to be the propaedeutic to metaphysics 
and give it the means of progressing; here meta­
physics is the propaedeutic to criticism, and expires 
when criticism appears on the scene; for, as Kant 
himself remarks, the growth of criticism is bound to 
bring metaphysical controversy to a close. Neither. 
of these two opposing views, taken by itself, truly 
represents Kant's thought. But they cannot be 
reconciled except at the cost of revising everything 
he has told us about the relation between his two 
kinds of philosophy. 

The philosophical work of Rant is one of those 
things whose magnitude only seems to increase with 
every advance in our understanding of them; it be­
strides the world, even now, like a colossus, or like a 
mountain whose waters irrigate every little garden 
of thought in the plains beneath it. And the problem 
of philosophical methodology was the central prob­
lem of his life. Yet he left this problem to posterity, 
not conquered, but only, as Caesar left Britain, 
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indicated. So long as he confines himself to drawing 
the distinction between philosophical method and 
mathematical, his touch is that of 'a master; every 
point is firm, every line conclusive. But when he 
turns to give a positive account of what philosophy 
is, his own distinction between' a critical propae­
deutic and a substantive metaphysics, hardened 
into a separation- between two bodies of thought, 
becomes a rock on which his argument splits. Even 
so, he went immeasurably beyond any of his prede­
cessors in the direction of a true theory of philosophy. 
He solved rightly the problem which Plato had 
solved wrongly, the problem of the methodological 
difference between philosophy and mathematics, 
and so laid a firm foundation for all future inquiries 
into the nature of philosophical method. 



II 
THE OVERLAP OF CLASSES 

§ I 
I. HISTORICAL thought concerns itself with some­
thing individual, scientific thought with something 
universal; and in this respect philosophy is more 
like science than history, for it likewise is concerned 
\vith s.omething universal: truth as such, not this ' 
or that truth; art as such, not this or that work of 
art. In the same way exact science considers the 
circle as such, not this or that individual instance of 
it; and empirical science considers man as such, 
not, like history, this man as distinct from that. . 

It is therefore clear that, up to a point, philosophy 
has something in common \vith science, whether 
exact or empirical. But it is not clear hO\v far the 
resemblance extends or what differences lie beyond 
it. To make some progress towards answering that 
questron is the purpose of this essay; and, dividing 
the problem into parts and beginning with the sim­
plest, I shall first consider what, in the statement that 
philosophy is concerned with the universal, is meant 
by the word universal. 

To give an account of the universal, or, as it is 
also called, the concept, is the business of logic; but 
we cannot here content ourselves with simply accept­
ingwhat logical text-books have to say on the matter. 
We have a special question to ask: whether there 
are any differences between the concepts found in 
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philosophy and those found in science, whether 
exact or empirical, and if so what they are. The 

. ordinary text-books of logic assume that there are 
none; that a concept is always a concept, and that 
any theory which adequately describes the concepts 
of science will adequately describe those of philo­
sophy also. But our task involves reconsidering that 
assumption; for -once it is admitted that there may 
be differences of some kind between philosophy and 
science, and that these differences may affect their 
methods, we cannot be too careful in considering 
how far they go aIlP how deeply they affect the 
logical structure of these two kinds of thought. 

It will be best, then, to begin by considering 
what account of the concept is given by traditional 
logic, and asking whether this requires modification 
in the special case of the concepts found in philo­
sophy. 

Traditional logic regards the concept as uniting 
a number of different things into a class. The mem­
bers of the class are not merely grouped togeth~r, 
they are united by sharing a common characteristic, 
and are thus all members of the class only because 
they are all instances of the concept. The concept 
unites in itself two distinct kinds of plurality: first, 
the plurality of its individual instances, and secondly, 
the plurality of its specific differentiations. Thus the 
concept colour unites all the individual colours of 
all individual coloured things into a class of which 
they are members; but it also unites the specific 
colours red, orange, yellow, green, and so forth into 
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a genus of which they are species. It may be con­

venient to refer to the former unification by saying 

that the concept is general, to the latter by saying 

that it is generic. 
The logical doctrine of classification and division, 

as it stands in the ordinary text-books, implies a 

certain definite connexion between these two c1H.1rac~ 

teristics of the concept: namely, that if a genus is 

distinguished into a certain number of species, the 

class of its "instances can be correspondingly divided 

into a"n equal number of sub-classes. Each sub-class 

will comprise the instances of one specific concept; 

the totality of the sub-classes will comprise those of 

the generic concept. Thus every individual present 

in the generic class will be present in one, and only 

one, of the specific classes, which are thus'exclusive 

in relation to each other and exhaustive in relation 

to the generic class. 
Logicians sometimes assume that this follows 

necessarily from the nature of the concept, and 

therefore applies universally to every concept what­

ever. But this is not the case. From the fact that 

a certain generic nature may be realized in various 

specific ways, it does not follow that no instance can 

realize it in two of these ways at once. For example, 

a work of art as such has a generic nature, which is 

differently realized in the specific natures of poetry 

and music. How, then, are we to classify a song? 

Common sense would rebel against calling it two 

separate works of art, a poem and a piece of music, 

going on at once; and it would be even more 
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paradoxical to describe it as a third species, neither 
music nor poetry; nothing will serve but to say 
that it is both poetry and music, a single work of art 
containing the two specific forms. 

2. Some logicians, recognizing this, treat the 
doctrine of classification and division not as the 
statement of a necessary element in the theory of 
the concept but ,HS the mere description of a special 
kind of thing called a classificatory system. 

But classificatory systems are not things that may 
be constructed or dispensed with at pleasure. In 
mathematics, for exagIple, they are invariably found. 
A line is either straight or curved; these are the two 
species into which the genus line is divided, and 
they are exclusive and exhaustive: no line can be 
both, and there is no third species. The mutual ex­
clusiveness of the species is not destroyed by iden­
tifying the straight line with the arc of a circle whose 
radius is infinitely long; that identification only 
marks the criterion (infinite length of the radius) 
which transfers the instance from one class to the 
other; it does not cause a genuine overlap of the 
classes. Further, because the line can be divideCl in 
this way, plane figures can be divided in the same 
way into rectilinear and curvilinear; such figures as 
a semicircle forming, not an overlap of these two 
classes, but a third class in which the bounding lines 
are partly straight and partly curved. In general, 
the concepts of exact science strictly conform to the 
rules of classification and division as laid down by 
logicians. Upon this conformity the methods used 
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in exact science depend as the conditio si1le qua non 
of their validity. 

3. The same general conformity appears in the 
concepts of empirical science. Natural history 
divides organisms into animals and vegetables; even 
if there are some doubtful cases on the frontier, still 
the two great kingdoms are in principle, and almost 
wholly in practice also, mutually exclusive. The 
animal kingdom again is divided into vertebrates 
and invertebrates; vertebrates into mammals, birds, 
reptiles, and fishes; and so forth. At every stage 
there is a division of one concept, a logical genus, 
into others, its logical species, ,vhich are mutually 
exclusive and together exhaust the genus. There are 
difficulties about doing this: border-line cases, where 
it seems arbitrary to assign the individual either to 
this species or to that; paradoxical cases, where 
according to the chosen criterion an individual falls 
in one species when, on all other grounds, it would 
naturally be assigned to another; and the constant 
problem of ensuring exhaustion of the genus without 
adding, in defiance of sound principle, a 'miscel­
laneous' species at the end of the list. There are 
even cases where two adjacent species seem to over­
lap; as with the amphibians, which can breathe both 
in air and in water; but these cases are exceptional 
and limited, and can be fitted into the general classi­
ficatory structure of the concept without damage to 
its solidity. These difficulties are peculiar to em­
pirical science; in mathematical or exact science 
they do not arise, for there the divisions can be 
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carried out a priori, and in consequence the ex­
clusiveness and exhaustiveness of the species are 
assured. 

§ 2 

4. The traditional theory of classification and 
division, however true it may be as an account of the 
logical structure of all concepts belonging to science, 
exact or empiriczl, must be modified in at least one 
important way before it can be applied to the con­
cepts of philosophy. The specific classes of a philo­
sophical genus do not exclude one another, they 
overlap one another ... This overlap is not exceptional, 
it is normal; and it is not negligible in extent, it may 
reach formidable dimensions. 

If this is true, it wiII have serious consequences. 
I t will make a difference as to the precise sense in 
which these classes together exhaust the genus, for 
their 'togetherness' will be of a peculiar kind. It 
will even make a difference as to the sense in which 
they are species of a genus at all. But these questions 
must be deferred until the first point has been estab­
lished. In the argument of this essay the overlap 
of classes is to serve as a clue to discovering the 
peculiarities that distinguish philosophical thought 
from scientific; and' therefore it is important that I 
should convince the reader, if I can, of its reality; 
for although it is familiar in philosophy and also, as 
I have remarked, to common sense, it is a paradox 
from the point of view of science; and a reader 
trained chiefly in· that field may be tempted to meet 
the assertion of its reality with a flat denial. 
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I shall therefore attempt to shO'\v, first, that the 
overlap of classes has long been recognized as a fact 
in the case of certain possibly exceptional concepts; 
secondly, that it seems characteristic of what I shall 
c.flll the philosophical phase of concepts that have 
a dual significance, philosophical and non-philo­
sophical; and thirdly, that it is a regular feature 
of the concepts which form the traditional subject­
matter of the philosophical sciences. 

5. There are certain concepts whose recalcitrance 
to the rules of classification has long been notorious. 
Aristotle, in the sixth chapter of the first book of the 
Nicomaclzean Ethics, undertakes to inquire into the 
logical characteristics of the concept goodness. It 
had already been laid down, whether first by himself 
or by his predecessors we need not ask, that in classi­
fying concepts under more general concepts ,ve 
come at last to ten summa genera, the most general 
concepts of all, the so-called categories. In this 
chapter Aristotle points out that goodness is predi­
cable under all the categories. But this is incompa­
tible with the theory of classification, by which any 
predicate (for example, blue) must come in its right 
place under one category and one only (in this case, 
quality). The inference is either that good is an 
equivocal term, an alternative which Aristotle con­
siders and rightly rejects, or that it is a concept of 
a peculiar kind, which will not fit into the system 
of classification. 

Later philosophers developed the point here made 
by Aristotle. There is a traditional formula, well 
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known from its quotation by Spinoza, om ne ens est 
unum verum bonum. These three predicates, unity, 
reality, and goodness, are assigned by traditional 
metaphysics to every ens or being. But if all concepts 
were arranged in a table of classification, each divided 
at each stage into mutually exclusive species, the 
highest term in the table would be the most abstract 
of all possible ab§.tractions: simple, abstract being. 
If being has necessary determinations such as ac­
cording to this doctrine unity, reality, and goodness 
are held to be, it follows that these determinations 
are somehow exempt from the rules of classification. 
Just as Aristotle showed that the concept of good 
overlaps or transcends or diffuses itself across the 
divisions of the categories, so, according to this 
traditional formula, there is a similar overlap or 
transcendence or diffusion in the concepts of unity 
and reality. 

6. Something of the same kind happens whenever 
a concept having a dual significance enters upon its 
philosophical phase. 

There are words which are used in two different 
ways, a philosophical and a scientific; but the words 
are not on that account equivocal; they undergo a 
regular and uniform change in meaning when they 
pass from one sphere to the other, and this change 
leaves something fundamental in their meaning un­
altered, so that it is more appropriate to speak of 
two phases of a concept than two sens~s of a word. 

For example, })latter is a word used both in 
physics. and in metaphysics; and the dual 'usage is 
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so far from being an equivocation, that we can trace not only a general connexion between the physical and metaphysical notions of matter, in spite of the difference between them, but even a special con­nexion between a particular physical theory of matter and a particular metaphysical theory corresponding to it; for example, the concept of matter in what may be called classical nineteenth-century material­ism is the metaphysical counterpart of the scientific concept of matter in the classical Newtonian physics. The difference between the two phases of the con­cept is that in Newtonian physics matter is the name of a certain class of things, separate -from other classes of things, such as minds, and appearances like colours or sounds depending for their existence on the mind to which they appear; in materialistic metaphysics it is the name of reality as a whole, and every distinction like that between so-called matter and so-called mind is reduced to a distinction within matter itself. 
Suc~ cases are common. Mind, for the scientist, in this case the psychologist, is the name of one limited class of things outside which lie things of other kinds; for the spiritualistic philosopher, it is a name, perhaps the best or only name, for all reality. Evolution, for the biologist, is the way in which species of living organisms came into being; for the philosopher, it is either a thing of no philo­sophical interest or else a cosm~c process at work wherever anything specific has its origin. 

Even in concepts that have no strictly scientific 
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phase, a simiiar distinction can often be traced be­
tween a philosophical phase and a non-philosophi­
cal. Thus art, for the critic, is a highly specialized 
thing, limited to a small and select body of wotks 
outside which lie all the pot-boilers and failures of 
artists, and' the inartistic expressions of everyday 
life; for the aesthetic philosopher, these too are art, 
which becomes a .:::~hread running all through the 
fabric of the mind's activity. 

An extreme case of the same principle will become 
increasingly important as we go farther into our sub­
ject. Even words like ~~ncept, judgement, inference, 
though at first sight unambiguously philosophical, 
betray subtle distinctions of meaning according as 
they are applied to philosophical or non-philosophi­
cal thought; and these differences of meaning, one 
of which is already under examination in the present 
chapter, will be found to obey the same general law. 

It appears from these instances that when a 
concept has a dual significance, philosophical and 
non-philosophical, in its non-philosophical phase 
it qualifies a limited part of reality, whereas in its 
philosophical it leaks or escapes out of these limits 
and invades the neighbouring regions, tending at 
last to colour our thought of reality as a whole. As 
a non-philosophical concept it observes the rules of 
classification, its instan'ces forming a class separate 
from other classes; as a philosophical concept it 
breaks these rules, and the class of its instances 
overlaps those of it!LcO-ordinate species. 

This is a familiar fact. It is often held up as an 
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inherent vice of philosophical as opposed to scientific 
thinking. What concerns us is not the question 
whether it is a vice or a virtue, but the fact that it 
happens. That it happens sometimes, these instances 
show; and this is enough to prove it a danger with 
which philosophical thought must reckon if it adopts 
methods proper to science, where this feature does 
not exist. If it happens always, it is more than a 
danger; it is a clue to the peculiarities of philosophi­
cal thinking and the characteristics of a philosophical 
methoq. In"order to decide whether it does happen 
always, we must turn to the concepts that form 
the subject-matter of the traditional philosophical 
sciences, and see whether an overlap of classes is a 
regular feature of their logical structure. 

7. Logic distinguishes within the genus thought 
two species, judgement or proposition and inference. 
These, as subject-matter of separate parts of logical 
treatises, seem at first sight to be related much as 
the triangle and the circle are related in elementary 
geometry; and in that case they would, like the tri­
angle and the circle, be mutually exclusive classes. 
But they are not mutually exclusive. That it is rain­
ing is a judgement; that it is raining because I 
can hear it is an inference. Of these two statements 
one includes the other; and it' is therefore clear 
that the specific classes overlap: a judgement may 
also be an inference, an inference may also be a 
judgement. 

'It is true,' I may be told, 'that judgement and 
inference are not mutually exclusive like triangle 
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and circle; but this only shows that you were wrong 
to think of them as two species of thought. An in­
ference is a complex structure built up out of a 
number of judgements in certain relations; if you 
want a geometrical analogy, think of judgement as 
a line and inference as a triangle.' I should welcome 
this criticism as an admission that, if species must 
exclude one anotJ:1~r, judgement and inference can­
not be species of a genus thought; but I should 
think the critic more courageous than wise; for his 
readiness to throw overboard the whole conception 
of genus and species, at the first hint of trouble, will 
lead him into difficulties whose magnitude I shrink 
from exploring at this point. The question will have 
to be considered later. In the meantime, there is 
another criticism to answer. 

'You are first misapplying the rules of classifica­
tion,' I may be told, 'and then blaming not yourself 
but them for the consequences. Instead of treating 
thought as a genus and dividing it into the species 
judgement and inference, you ought to have identi­
fied thought with judgement, and divided this into 
inferential and non-inferential or immediate.' But 
this would be a mere subterfuge; for the second of 
the two species is really nothing but judgement as 
such, and therefore identical with the genus; so that 
the ill consequences of making judgement and in­
ference co-ordinate species of a genus are not 
avoided; there is only added the additional illogi­
cality of identifyiI1g this genus with one of its own 
speCles. 

4033 D 
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The same difficulty reappears at the next stage in 

the classification. Within the judgement or proposi­
tion, logic distinguishes two species, affirmative and 
negative. According to the theory of classification 
it ought to be possible first to define the generic 
nature of judgement, without reference to its species, 
as we define the triangle without reference to the 
distinction between equilateral, isosceles, and scal­
ene, and then to add the differentias of the two 
species separately. But if we try to define the judge­
ment generically, we find that it cannot be done: 
either our attempt results in giving a definition of 
one species (the affirmative) for that of the genus, as 
when we say that a judgement affirms a predicate of 
a subject, or else it results in merely enumerating 
the species, as when we say that a judgement is that 
which either affirms or denies a predicate. 

Nor is this the only difficulty at this stage. Ac­
cording to the theory of classification, affirmative and 
negative judgements ought to be two alternative 
species, each completely exhibiting the generic 
nature 'of judgement, as straight lines and curved 
lines each completely exhibit the generic nature of 
a line. But if, in the attempt to discover what 
exactly a negative judgement is, we take an example 
and purge it of everything affirmative, no student of 
logic needs to be reminded that we end by reducing 
it to nothing at all. At the moment when it becomes 
merely negative it ceases to be a significant judgement. 

If that is so-and it is, as I say, a commonplace 
of the logical text-books-affirmative and negative 
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judgements are so far from being mutually exclusive 
species that all negative judgements, and not some 
only, are also affirmative. But if the reader hesitates 
to accept this view, he will perhaps at least admit 
that there are some judgements which are at once 
affirmative and negative. If I say that my watch 
has stopped, I both affirm that its mec~anism is 
at rest and denv_ that it is in motion; but this is 
not a compound statement made up of one affirma­
tive and one negative proposition; I am making one 
statement, not two, and that statement is both the 
affirmation of one thing and the denial of its opposite. 

The same liabilitj"to overlap may be seen in the 
other divisions of the judgement .. The singular 
judgement, for syllogistic purposes, is regarded as 
a universal; and in fact it does combine universal 
and particular elements. The disjunctive is both 
categorical and hypothetical. And as for modality, 
a state of things which is not possible cannot be 
actual, nor can. it very well help being actual if it is 
neces13ary. So /also in the classification of inferences. 
Aristotle gives us an inductive syllogism; Mill a 
deductive mefhod of induction. 

Taking the classifications of traditional logic as 
they stand, ~herefore, it would appear that wherever 
we divide aigenus into species, these species, instead 
of excludin~ each other like those of a scientific genus, 
overlap; o' at any rate that this is the view of their 
relation w 'ch has always been held by traditional 
logic itself ~ 

The crit c whose observations I left unanswered 
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a few pages back may now claim a further hearing. He may insist : 'You have drawn the wrong infer­ence. Such distinctions as you are describing, though they may have been called specifications of genera, are not really that; you have yourself proved that they cannot be, because they overlap. You have proved, rather, that affirmative and negative, uni­versal and particular, and the like are elements co-existing in a single judgement like convex and concave in ~ single curve; but convex and con­cave are not kinds of curve, they are elements in an indivisible whole.' 
To this I reply: you are right, if t~rms like species or kind must never be used except as they are used in connexion with the scientific concept. But is there any reason so to restrict them? Surely com­mon sense allows us to speak of poetry and music as kinds of art, or induction and deduction as kinds of argument, with as good a conscience as \"hen we call a circle and an ellipse two kinds of curve, or a bird and a fish two kinds of animal; although we are quite aware that those kinds overlap. And there­fore I propose to go on using the word. Even if I gave it up, that would make no difference to the thing: namely, a peculiar type of logical structure found in philosophical concepts, which in some ways resembles the specification of a non-philo­sophical concept, but differs from it in that the species, elements, moments, or whatever you choose to call them, are exemplified in overlappipg classes instead of mutually exclusive classes. 
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The critic shakes his head. 'You are pursuing a chimera,' I can hear him say. 'There is only one kind of logical structure possible to a concept: that in which the rules of classification are rigidly ob­served. Break them, and you have left the high road of logical thought to lose yourself among morasses. If traditional logic flouts these rules, so much the worse, not for them, but for it ; and our duty is not to imitate it, but to reform it.' I shall return to this warning in the sequel; for the moment, I pass on to the case of ethics. . 
8. In ethics also, the traditionally recognized con­cepts are specified into overlapping classes. Take, for example, two such concepts: that of goods and that of actions. 
Goods are traditionally divided into three species, iucundum, utile, /zonestum: let us call them the plea­sant, the expedient, and the right. Some philosophers have denied that the pleasant is a kind of good, and others have said the same of the right; until the reasons of these denials have been considered, which shall be done by implication in the next chapter, I will leave them on one side and merely ask what those philosophers have meant who have said, as most have said, that these are kinds of good. Clearly, no one has ever meant that they are mutually exclusive kinds. This would have implied ,that whatever is pleasant must therefore be both inexpedient and wrong; that whatever is expedient must be both wrong and unpleasant; and that whatever is right must be both unpleasant and 
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inexpedient. And this, I imagine, no one has ever be­
lieved. Certainly it has not been a belief widely held 
among philosophers; for no one believing it could 
for a moment suppose either that virtue and happi­
ness are the same, or that a man could enjoy doing his 
duty, or that actions are right in so far as they tend 
to promote happiness, or that pleasure is the sole 
good, or that virtue is the sole good. In a word, there 
is hardly any ethical theory, of all those that have 
been propounded, which could even be contemplated 
as possible by a person who denied the overlap of 
these'three classes. 

Actions are commonly divided into classes accord­
ing as they are done from motives of different kinds.! 
desire, self-interest, duty. The distinction is impor­
tant because, according to the view commonly held, 
the moral value of an act differs according to the 
motive from which it is done, acts done from a 
motive of duty being morally good acts, and so forth. 
If it could be held that acts done from these different 
motives fall into separate and mutually exclusive 
classes, this would greatly ease the task of assigning 
to each act its true moral worth. But in spite of 
this temptation to believe the contrary, moral philo­
sophers have always recognized that in fact our 
motives are often mixed, so that one and the same 
act may fall into two or even into all three classes. 

These and similar considerations make it clear 
that in our ordinary thought about moral questions, 
whether we call this thought philosophy or common 
sense, we habitually think in terms of concepts 
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whose specific classes, instead of excluding one 
another, overlap. For the present I am only con­
cerned to establish this as a matter of fact: that we 
do think in this way, not that we are right to think 
in this way. The facts upon which I am insisting 
may appear to my critic an open scandal; to assert 
them may seem equivalent to admitting that our 
ordinary common:.sense thought on moral questions 
is a perfect Augean stable of illogicality, and that 
what passes by the name of moral philosophy is no 
better; to insist on them, therefore, may seem only 
to support the progra~me of those who would banish 
ethical subjects from' philosophy altogether, or else 
submit them to a ruthless purge by turning upon 
them a flood of logical cold water. At present, my 
only answer must be a plea for patience. The facts 
are far worse, from their point of view, than these 
reformers recognize. The scandal not only affects 
ethics, but, as we have seen, it affects logic too, and 
indeed all the other philosophical sciences. We must 
wait until we have ascertained the extent of the 
evil before we bring forward proposals for curing it. 

9. The same overlap reappears in the relation 
between logic and ethics as two wholes. Thought 
and action, each considered in its essence, may be 
as distinct as we will; but in their existence in con­
crete instances they are so connected that it is pos­
sible, and more than possible, for an instance of the 
one to be an instance of the other also. Actual 
thinking is a labour ,to which ethical predicates may 
attach; and although it is a mistake to regard these 
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predicates as throwing any light on its nature as 
thinking-a mistake made by those who regard 
thought as essentially practical-they do throw light 
on the question under what conditions thought can 
exist. In the same way, although action itself is not 
thought, an instance of action may be an instance 
of thought also, and hence, without any confusion 
between the two essences, it is possible to speak of 
acting rationally, just as it is possible to speak of 
thinking re::;olutely. 

It would be wearisome to pursue the same con­
ception through metaphysics, aesthetics, and what­
ever other philosophical sciences are recognized. 
The reader can do it for himself; he will find that 
everywhere the same rule holds good, that the 
traditional specifications of philosophical concepts 
form overlapping classes. If for this reason he 
thinks that the traditional concepts, not only now 
in ethics, but throughout the field of philosophy, 
are riddled with contradictions, and must be revised 
with ex.treme rigour so as to make them conform to 
the rules pf classification, let him attempt to revise 
them; if he does so he will find that they stubbornly 
resist his efforts, and that if he is too deeply attached 
to the rules of classification to countenance any 
thinking in which they are not observed, he must 
give up thinking at all about the topics which go by 
the name of philosophy. For this type of structure, 
in which specific classes overlap, is so deeply rooted 
in the subject-matters with which philosophy has 
always been concerned, that to set one's face against 
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it means abjuring any attempt to think seriously 
about matters of that kind. " 

At this point, therefore, the reader is confronted 
with a choice. If he is satisfied that the traditional 
rules of classification must be rigidly applied to every 
concept whatever, and that to think of the specific 
classes of a genus as overlapping cari only have fatal 
results for the whole~structure of thought, he should 
read no farther in this essay. But if he is prepared 
to admit, I do not say that he understands how such 
an overlap is possible, but that philosophers may 
conceivably have been right so consistently to affirm 
it in spite of their own logical rules, then I invite 
him to join with me in the following experiment. 

Let us assume that traditional philosophy in 
general is neither .a body of truths to be blindly 
accepted nor a mass of errors to be repudiated whole­
sale, but a mixture of good things and bad; and in 
particular let us assume that on this question it has 
not been wholly at fault, but that in some sense, to 
be better discovered hereafter, an overlap of classes 
is characteristic of the" philosophical concept, and 
may serve to distinguish it from those of exact and 
empirical science. Let us see where this assump­
tion leads us. If by working it out we arrive at an 
account of philosophical method which is both con­
sistent with i~self and consonant with our experience 
of philosophical thinking, we shall be obliged to 
ask whether, after all, it is not more than a mere 
assumption. If it is'merely a wanton defiance of 
logic, we can be sure of soon discovering the fact; 
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for logic is well able to revenge itself on those who 
defy it. 

10. From the assumption that the philosophical 
concept has a peculiar type of logical structure in 
which specific classes overlap, there is one negative 
inference which can be stated without delay. No 
method can be used in philosophy which depends 
for its validity on their mutual exclusion. 

Such methods are often and rightly used in science. 
In all empirical sciences we collect instances of a 
generic c0t:l~ept and sort them into classes each pre­
senting that concept in a specific form. This is the 
way in which we proceed as a matter of course when 
we wish to study the specifications of an empirical 
concept, for example the varieties of wild rose. The 
same method is applicable in exact science, but not 
so useful, because there the generic concept can be 
divided into its species a priori, without' the trouble 
of sorting instances. In many sciences these two 
methods of dividing a concept are combined. 

Suppose this method were applied in philosophy. 
Suppose, in order to study the specific forms of the 
generic concept action, we began by collecting indi­
vidual instances of action, and then sorted them 
into actions done from duty, actions done from 
interest, and actions done from inclination; hoping, 
when this was finished, to examine' each class in 
turn and so determine what features are common to 
all the actions in one class and absent from every 
action in the other two. Before long, we should.find 
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ourselve~ confronted by an overlap: certain actions, 
those in which motives were mixed, cannot be un­
ambiguously assigned to anyone class. What are 
we to do? 

I I. The right course would be to treat the over­
lap as a danger-signal: to stop using this method 
altogether, pending a careful inquiry as to its appro­
priateness. But there is always a temptation to ignore 
such warnings; and in this case yielding to the 
temptation will involve disqualifying the ambiguous 
instan'ces, ruling theril'-out of consideration because 
they will not fit into our scheme-whereas this is 
the very reason why we ought to attend more care­
fully to them-and confining our attention to that 
part of our subject-matter in which the overlap 
seems to be absent: actions in which we can per­
suade ourselves that the motives were absolutely 
unmixed. . 

The result will be-that our theory as to the nature 
of any specific form of a 'generic concept will be 
built upon the margin where the overlap between 
this form and another has not yet made itself felt. 
This method of investigation is often followed. One 
philosopher, discussing the theory of perception and 
distinguishing veridical perception from illusion, will 
rule out of consideration all instances in which a 
perception seems tainted with the character of illu-

I sion, and will endeavour to study instances of purely 
and simply veridical perception. Another, studying 
the generic concept of goods and its specific form, 
that of things good in themselves, will propose as a 
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method the question whether this or that thingwouId 
be good if nothing else existed) as if things good in 
themselves formed a separate class of goods) which 
would remain when everything possessed of a merely 
relative goodness had been thrown aside. 

All such inquiries are vitiated by a fallacy, which 
may be called the fallacy of precarious margins. It 
consists in assuming that the overlap which has 
already affected a certain area of the class in ques­
tion can be trusted not to spread) and that beyond 
its limit there lies a marginal region in which the 
instances,. exhibit only one of the specific forms) 
uncontaminated by the presence of the other. This 
margin is necessarily precarious) because once the 
overlap is admitted in principle there is no ground 
for assuming that it will stop at any particular point; 
and the only sound canon of method is so to conduct 
the inquiry that its results would stand firm however 
far the overlap extended. 

I2. But it is possible to avoid this fallacy at the 
cost of falling into another. Once it is recognized 
that the overlap is in principle unlimited) and that 
sound method requires him to proceed as if the two 
speCific classes coincided throughout their extension) 
a philosopher who has begun by thinking that every 
concept must have a group of instances to itself 
may conclude that) since there is only one group of 
instances) there is only one concept: he therefore 
declares his two specific concepts identical. Thus) 
it is observed that a man who does his duty often 
thereby increases the happiness of people in general; 
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it is reasonably conjectured that this is so, not often 
merely, but always; and it is concluded that since a 
dutiful action always increases the general happiness, 
there is no distinction between the concept of duty 
and the concept of promoting happiness. Errors of 
this type are so common that a catalogue of them 
might fill a book. The false principle at work in 
them is that, where there is no difference in the 
extension of two concepts, there is no distinction 
between the concepts, themselves. This I propose 
to call the fallacy of idC;-ntified coincidents. 

13. These two fallacies are alternative applications 
of a single principle which, however true in exact 
and empirical science, is false in philosophy: the 
principle that when a gen~ric concept is divided into 
its species there is a corresponding division of its 
instances into mutually exclusive classes. I call this 
the fallacy of false disjunction, because it consists 
in the disjunctive proposition that any instance of a 
generic concept must fall either in one or in another 
of its specific classes; and this is false because, 
since they overlap, it may fall in both. Applied posi­
tively, this yields the fallacy of precarious margins: 
namely that, since there admittedly is a distinction 
between two concepts, there must be a difference be­
tween their instances. Applied negatively, it yields 
the fallacy of identified coincidents: namely that, 
since the instances can admittedly not be separated, 
there is no distinguishing the concepts. 

14. The first rule of philosophical method, then, 
will be to beware of false disjunctions and to assume 
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that the specific classes of a philosophical concept 
are always liable to overlap, so that two or more 
specifically differing concepts may be exemplified in 
the same instances. A useful reminder of this rule 
is Aristotle's formula for the overlap of classes: he 
is in the habit of saying about two concepts €C1TL fLEv 

, " ,~, l ' ~ , , " th tw t TO aUTO 'TO OE € va~ aUTO~S OV 'TO aUTO: e 0 concep s 
'are the same thing' in the sense that a thing which 
exemplifies the one exemplifies the other also, but 
'their being is not the same' in the sense that being 
an instance of the one is not the same as being an 
instance .9f the other. The traditional way of refer­
ring. to this principle is to speak of 'a distinction 
without a difference', that is, a distinction in the 
concepts without a differep.ce in the instances. The 
rule may be put, then, by saying that any distinction 
in philosophy may be a distinction without a differ­
ence; or, alternatively, that where two philosophical 
concepts are distinguished Aristotle's formula may 
hold good, that the two are the same thing but their 
being is different. 

15. It may be of interest, at the conclusion of this 
chapter, to glance forward and ask how the observ­
ance of this rule will affect a philosopher's expecta­
tions of the direction in which his thought is likely 
to move and the results which it is likely to achieve; 
although at this stage any such anticipations will be 
merely negative, being too vague and general for 
positive statement. 

A philosophy proceeding according to this rule 
cannot set before itself as an end the classification 
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of its subject-matter, as a botanist or naturalist may 
regard it as an end to distinguish and arrange species 
of plants or animals. For the subject-matter of philo­
sophy, owing to the overlap of its classes, does not 
admit of classification in that sense. It can be classi­
fied only in a provisional and temporary manner, 
such classification being therefore not an end in itself 
but only a means to the distinguishing of elements 
which coexist in actual fact: thus we may classify 
actions into those dOD-e from duty and those done 
from inclination, so loiIg as we remember that our 
instances of each are almost sure to be instances of 
the other as well, and use the classification merely 
as a means to fixing our attention on the specific 
peculiarities of acting fr6m duty as such and acting 
from inclination as such. The true work of philo­
sophy will be the distinguishing of concepts like 
these, coexisting in their instances. 

16. But distinguishing such concepts cannot 
mean simply enumerating the various elements 
which analysis can detect coexisting in a concrete 
fact. For these elements will be specifications of a 
single concept, and therefore there will be logical 
relations between them; to represent the fact as a 
mere aggregate of elements coexisting without any 
such logical bonds will be to leave an essential part 
of the analytic work undone. In an empirical co'n­
cept like man, there is no apparent connexion 
between such elements as having ten toes and 
having the power of speech; but in a philosophical 
concept there cannot be this looseness of structure, 
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and the various elements must be somehow inter­
related. Hence no object of philosophical thought 
can be rightly conceived as a mere aggregate, whether 
of logically distinguished elements or of spatial or 
temporal parts; the parts or elements, however 
proper it may be to distinguish them, cannot be 
conceived as separable; and therefore it is impos­
sible that such an object should be either put 
together out of parts or elements separately pre­
existing, or divided into parts or elements which 
can survive the division; for either of these would 
imply that the connexions between the parts are 
accidental, whereas they must in reality be essential. 

17. Here a reader may say: 'By extracting these 
consequences from a simple rule of method, you are 
committing yourself to metaphysical statements of a 
far-reaching and highly disputable kind, where you 
cannot expect your readers to follow you.' Butthis 
would be to misunderstand my purpose. A principle 
of method is necessarily provisional. To commit 
oneself to it at the beginning of one's inquiries, as 
a cast-iron rule to be followed, come what may, in 
every possible variety of problem and subject-matter, 
would be foreign to the whole spirit of philosophical 
thinking. Thinking philosophically, whatever else 
it means, means constantly revising one's starting­
point in the light of one's conclusions and never 
allowing oneself to be controlled by any cast-iron 
rule whatever. What I have done is merely to issue 
a warning against two unadvised assumptions: first, 
that the object of which philosophy is in search will 



THE OVERLAP OF CLASSES 53 

turn out to be a classificatory system; secondly, that 
this object will turn out to be an aggregate of parts. 
And I do not even say that one or other of these 
assumptions may not eventually prove correct; only 
that neither can eventually prove correct if, as seems 
to be the case at this stage of our inquiry, the 
philosophical concept really has a peculiar logical 
structure in which specific classes overlap. A person 
who begins a philosophical inquiry with the assump­
tion that the object of which he is in search has the 
structure either of {classificatory system or of an 
aggregate of parts, is committing himself to the 
assumption that this apparent overlap of classes is 
an illusion. For my part, I am pursuing the hypothe­
sis that it is not an illusion; and on that hypothesis 
any philosophy which aims at conceiving its object 
as a c1assificatory system or an aggregate of parts 
is misconceiving its own aims and therefore its own 
nature and methods. 



III 
THE SCALE OF FORMS 

§ t 
THE philosophical concept has been hitherto dis­cussed as if, apart from the overlap of its specific classes, it resembled other concepts in structure. But if this overlap is real it cannot be an isolated peculiarity. The differences between the species of a non-philosophical concept are of such a kind that an overlap b~tween them is unthinkable; of what kind, t1;len, -must be the differences between the species of a philosophical concept, that an overlap between them should be possible? 

I. We distinguish differences of degree from dif­ferences of kind. A beginning may be made by asking if either of these, taken separately, would explain the overlap. 
It is not explained by a mere difference of degree. If all instances of a generic concept had one and the same attribute in varying degrees, and if the genus were divided into species according to these varia­tions, there could be no overlap; for the point at which anyone specific class began would be the point at which another ended. Examples are the classification of books for a librarian's purpose by size, and the classification of men by age for military servIce. 

It seems in fact to be generally admitted that no philosophical importance attaches to mere differ-
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ences of degree. Philosophers are often engaged 
with the question whether a certain thing possesses 
a certain attribute or not; whether, for instance, a 
bad work of art possesses some beauty or none at 
all; but the mere degree to which the attribute is 
present is held as a rule to be a matter outside their 
province. Indeed, some of them hold that the attri­
butes in which they are especially interested, such 
as beauty, goodness, truth, reality, admit of no 
degrees; and others, who would prefer, to recognize 
degrees in such matters, do not think that these by 
themselves and apart from all differences in kind 
serve as basis for the logical division of the concepts; 
they think rather of the ,.differences in degree as 
somehow connected with differences in kind, so that 
the concept is specified not according to mere dif­
ferences of degree, but according to some combina­
tion of differences in degree with differences in 
kind. 

2. Mere differences in kind are equally impotent 
to explain an overlap of classes. Non-philosophical 
concepts, such as that of a conic section, may be 
specified in this way, as into ellipse, parabola, hyper­
bola, and so forth; but this type of specification 
cannot yield overlapping classes; the ellipse passes 
into a parabola when one focus is removed to in­
finity, but this does not imply an overlap. 

This 'again is generally recognized. The concept 
of sensation, for example, is one with which philo­
sophers have been much concerned; but when the 
genus sensation is divided into the species seeing, 
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hearing, smelling, and so forth, differentiated solely 
by kind, philosophers leave the separate considera­
tion of these separate species to psychologists and 
physiologists. As specified purely on a basis of kind, 
therefore, sensation is regarded as a non-philosophi­
cal concept, or rather as a concept in a non-philo­
sophical phase. 

3. Sometimes, however, differences of kind are 
found in combination with differences of degree; 
and in that case philosophers are more apt to take 
notice of them. If the distinctions between the 
various virtues, whether the cardinal virtues, tem­
penince, fortitude, wisdom, and justice, or the theo­
logical, faith, hope, and charity, or those of any 
other scheme, are merely specific ways of behaving 
well or being well disposed, differing among them­
selves only in kind, philosophers in general would 
recognize that to insert a discussion of each into a 
theory of virtue would be to load the theory with 
empirical detail; but if, as Plato thought about the 
cardinal virtues and St. Paul about the theological, 
they differ among themselves also in degree, some 
being higher than others on a scale of some sort, 
most philosophers would feel, whether they could 
justify the feeling or no, that a discussion of them 
would be of genuinely philosophical interest. So for 
the various arts, painting, poetry, music, and the 
rest: if they are merely embodiments of the aesthe­
tic spirit in different kinds of matter, a philosophy of 
art, as distinct from an empirical description of art, 
would prefer to ignore them; if they embody that 
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spirit in different degrees, as some have thought, 
they are generally recognized as belonging to its 
subject-matter. 

I t seems, then, that where differences of degree 
exist in combination with differences of kind philo­
sophical thought is more interested in them than in 
either existing separately; and this gives a hint that 
some such combination may provide the answer to 
our question. 

4. The combination--of differences in degree with 
differences in kind implies that a generIc concept is 
specified in a somewhat peculiar way. The species 
into which it is divided are so related that each not 
only embodies the gener.!c essence in a specific 
manner, but also embodies some variable attribute 
in a specific degree. In respect of the variable, each 
specific form of the concept differs from the rest 
in degree; in respect of the manner in which the 
generic essence is specified, each differs from the 
rest in kind. In such a system of specifications the 
two sets of differences are so connected that when­
ever the variable, increasing or decreasing, reaches 
certain critical points on the scale, one specific form 
disappears and is replaced by another. A breaking 
strain, a freezing-point, a minimum taxable income, 
are examples of such critical points on a scale of 
degrees where a new specific form suddenly comes 
into being. A system of this kind I propose to call 
a scale of forms. 

It is a conception with a long history in philosophi­
cal thought. It is a favourite with Plato, who has 
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various scales or attempts at a scale of the forms of 
knowledge: nescience, opinion, knowledge; conjec­
ture, opinion, understanding, reason; poetry, mathe­
matics, dialectic; a scale of the forms of being, from 
nothing through half-being to true being; scales of 
the forms of pleasure, those of the body and those 
of the soul, the latter more truly pleasures than the 
fonner, or the impure and the pure, or a gradation 
from pain through quiescence to true pleasure; scales 
of the forms of political constitutions, and so on 
almost endlessly. What is significant in Plato is not 
so much- the actual scale of fonns by which in one 
or another passage he expounds the structure of this 
or that concept, as the evident 'conviction, pervading 
all his work, that this is the type of structure which 
philosophical concepts possess. 

N or is it a conviction peculiar to Plato, together 
with the neo-Platonists, the Christian mystics, the 
Platonists of the Renaissance, and others who may 
be suspected of drinking more deeply than wisely 
at the river of Platonic thought. Aristotle recognizes 
the same type of logical structure, for example when 
he .distinguishes the vegetable, animal, and human 
'souls' as three forms of life arranged on a scale so 
that each includes its predecessor and adds to it some­
thing new. Locke classifies his main types of know­
ledge explicitly into 'degrees'. Leibniz attempted to 
make of it a central principle of philosophical method, 
as the law of continuity. Kant, whether through the 
influence of Leibniz or rebus ipsis dictantibus, reverts 
to it again and again, even at the cost of apparent 
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or real inconsistency, as in the doctrine of the 
schematism of the categories, where imagination 
becomes an intermediary between sense and under­
standing, with a world of its own which is a kind of 
Platonic fLlfL1JJlG- of the world of understanding. The 
positivists and evolutionists of the nineteenth century 
were no less emphatic in their belief that knowledge 
was specified into grades on a scale of abstraction, 
and nature into specific forms on a scale of develop­
ment. In short, attempts to use the double criterion 
of degree and kind as a key to the structure of the 
philosophical concept have been so universal that it 
is hardly possible to study the history of ,thought 
without suspecting their .,qorrespondence with some 
permanent characteristic of those concepts. 

5. This type of structure, however, is not pecu­
liar to philosophical concepts. Ice, water, and steam 
make up a scale of forms; they differ from each other 
both in degree, as hotter or colder, and in kind, as 
specifically different states of the same body. Scien­
tific thought is familiar with such cases: the periodic 
table of the elemen~s, the specific differences between 
youth, maturity, and old age, and so forth. 

But there seems to be a difference between a philo­
sophical and a non-philosophical scale of forms in 
one important respect. In a non-philosophical scale, 
the variable is something extraneous to the generic 
essence: thus the essence of water, that which is 
common to its solid, liquid, and gaseous forms, 
is represented by the formula H 20, and heat does 
not appear in this formula either explicitly or by 
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implication. Hence, however widely the degree of 
heat varies, the generic essence of water remains un­
changed. Not only are all three forms equally forms 
of water, each fully entitled to that name and all 
that it implies, but even if the variable vanished 
altogether and the temperature fell to absolute zero 
the substance which had reached that temperature 
would still be H20. 

6. In a philosophical scale of forms, the variable 
is identical with the generic essence itself. In Plato's 
scales of the forms of knowledge, the variable is given 
as 'defiI).iteness' or 'truth' (aacp~v€ta, cU\~e€ta) which are 
essential characteristics of knowledge; in his scale 
of being, it is reality; and the specific object of 
opinion, in so far as it is unfit to be an object for 
anything higher, is so because it is not wholly real 
and is characterized by a certain indeterminacy of 
being which is related to real being as confusion of 
mind is related to real thought; in his scale of poli­
tical forms, only the highest truly deserves the name 
political, the rest are in varying degrees non-political; 
and so on for the others. 

In this, once more, Plato is not singular. For 
Leibniz, the forms of knowledge are differentiated 
by their degrees of 'clearness and distinctness'; but 
here, as with Plato, the variable belongs to the 
essence of knowledge itself; in calling sensation 
'confused conception' Leibniz is calling it knowledge 
-for, on his view, all knowledge is conception-' but 
qualifying that statement by an epithet indicating 
that it is knowledge only in a low degree. Of Locke's 
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'degrees of knowledge' the highest, intuition, is alone 
wholly knowledge; the lowest, judgement, 'never 
amounts to knowledge, no not to that which is the 
lowest degree of it'; and the middle, demonstration, 
is intermediate in degree, showing as it does 'some 
sparks of bright knowledge'. The exact correspon­
dence in point of structure between this scale and 
the Platonic scales of being or pleasure is especially 
instructive in a philosopher who can hardly be ac­
cused of Platonizing tendencies. 

These instances are perhaps enough to convince 
the reader, if he needs conviction, that there are 
some grounds for saying that where we find exposi­
tions of a philosophical as opposed to a non-philo­
sophical scale of forms wtdind the variable identified 
with the generic essence. The result of this identi­
fication is that every form, so far as it is low in the 
scale, is to that extent an imperfect or inadequate 
specification of the generic essence, which is realized 
with progressive adequacy as the scale is ascended. 

§2 

7. The idea of a philosophical scale of forms has 
been stated in the foregoing pages merely as one that 
has repeatedly appeared in the history of thought. 
It remains to ask whether the many philosophers 
who have used this idea as a key to the struc­
ture of the philosophical concept have been right 
so to use it. The first step towards answering 
this question must be to raise certain obvious diffi­
culties. 
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The idea of a scale of forms is easy enough to 
accept when the generic essence is one thing and 
the variable another; for in that case each specific 
form is completely and equally with all the others 
an embodiment of the generic essence, and there­
fore a real species of that genus. But if the variable 
and the generic essence are the same, the idea con­
tains an element of paradox; for the lower forms on 
the scale are not, except in a relatively low degree, 
species of the genus at all ; and since it seems obvious 
that a given concept must either be or not be a 
spe6es of a given genus, and that this is not a relation 
admitting of degrees, it seems impossible to evade 
the dilemma that either these lower forms are species 
of the genus, in which case they are completely 
species of it, or that they are not completely species 
of it, in which case they are not species of it to any 
degree whatever. In either case the idea of a scale 
of forms whose variable is identical \vith the generic 
essence falls to the ground, condemned as a tissue 
of contradictions, a logician's nightmare. 

There are criticisms which, merely because they 
.are so obvious, cannot be admitted without misgiv­
ing. This is one which is so well within the powers 
of any beginner, after reading the first few chapters 
of a logical text-book, that the question irresistibly 
suggests itself: which is the more likely, that Plato and 
Aristotle and Leibniz and Locke, and the other philo­
sophers who have used the idea, all by some curious 
coincidence made the same elementary blunder, or 
that the criticism rests on a misunderstanding? And 
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if this answer fails to impress the critic, let him re­
flect that his criticism proceeds from the assump-' 
tion that the doctrines concerning the structure 
of the concept, which are expressed in elementary 
text-books of logic, must be accepted without ques­
tion and applied without modification as principles 
of philosophical method; whereas the assumption 

-which in the last chapter we agreed to make, was that 
in their application to philosophy they may require 
some modification. ~ Under the terms of our com­
pact, therefore, this criticism should strictly be ruled 
out of order; for the time being we may postpone 
it until we have considered a second and more 
urgent difficulty. __ 

8. This is the question whether the idea of a scale 
of forms, as hitherto stated, serves to explain the 
overlap between the species of a philosophical genus. 
The answer is yes, if these species are opposites: 
no, if they are distincts. If actions, for example, are 
divided into the opposite species good and bad,_ 
these terms in themselves will be the infinity and 
zero ends of a scale of forms, and the intermediate 
forms will partake of both opposites, each being good 
to a certain degree, and also bad to a certain degree 
in so far as it is not better; so that in all interme­
diate cases there will be an overlap of goodness and 
badness, and the only cases left in the margins out-

o side the overlap will be the pure abstractions of 
goodness and badness in themseh-es, if indeed these 
are conceivable. The intermediates, on the contrary, 
being determined each by a unique combination of 
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the extremes, must be mutually exclusive: where one 
begins, the next ends. 

In an overlap or coincidence of opposites there 
is nothing paradoxical and nothing peculiar to philo­
sophy. Water, at any given temperature, is hot in 
so far as it attains that temperature, and cold in so 
far as it attains only that; wherever there is a scale 
of degrees there is a coexistence of opposites at 
every point in the scale. But in this special case of 
a philosophical concept the overlap of opposites has 
a curious result. 

9. A concept may be specified either by opposi­
tion, as -actions are divided into good and bad, or by 
distinction, as actions are divided into just, generous, 
courageous, and so forth. If overlapping, as we 
assumed in the preceding chapter, is characteristic 
of philosophical species, and if opposites overlap 
while distincts do not, philosophical species are 
always opposites and never distincts. Hence in a 
scale of forms the extremes, being related by opposi­
tion, are philosophical species of the generic con­
cept; the intermediates, being related by distinction, 
are non-philosophical. Opposite species like good 
and bid will thus belong to the philosophical 
phase of their genus, and will provide appropriate 
subject-matter for philosophical thought; distinct 
species like just, generous, and courageous will 
belong to its non-philosophical phase, and must be 
banished from philosophy to some other sphere of 
thought. 

This leads to a simple and straightforward rule 
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of philosophical method: since philosophical speci­
fication is into opposites and non-philosophical into 
distincts, any distinctions found in a philosophical 
subject-matter must be either banished from it as 
alien to the sphere of philosophy or el!:le interpreted 
so as to appear cases of opposition. It is not enough 
to show that these distinctions contain in themselves 
an element or aspect of opposition'; that will not 
save them; the element of distinction must be com­
pletely eliminated and nothing except pure opposi-
tion allowed to remain. ' 

10. Certain consequences of this rule can be easily 
foreseen. First, the embarrassing idea of a scale of 
forms in which the variable is identical with the 
generic essence can be dispensed with; for in such 
a scale the intermediates are eliminated and only 
the extremes are left; and thus all those connecting 
links which philosophers have from time to time 
interpolated between opposites can and must be 
struck out, not merely as unnecessary complications 
but as positive errors. Those ambiguous twilight 
third term? which appear in the Platonic scales-the 
spirited element between reason and appetite in the 
soul; the quiescence between pleasure and pain; 
the limbo where things welter between being and 
nothingness-the imagination that connects sense 
and understanding in Kant's schematism-and so 
on, down to all the monstrous concatenations of the 
Hegelian dialectic-all this can be simplified away 
until each philosophical concept stands stripped and 
bare as a genU!:l specified into pure opposites whose 
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inversely varying degrees of realization differ among 
themselves merely empirically. 

II. Secondly, the same rule will apply to the 
relation between anyone philosophical concept and 
any other. When all distinction is gone, the dis­
tinction between these cannot remain; there is 
no longer one philosophical problem or group of 
problems in logic, one in ethics, and so forth, for 
the characteristics that mark off each of. these from 
the rest are examples of distinction and therefore 
extraneous to philosophy; and nothing is left except 
a single pair of opposites, the mere abstract idea of 
opposite terms, which have no particular nature and 
no particular name-for any names by which we 
may call them, such as the one and the many, sub­
ject and object, and the like, are borrowed from the 
non-philosophical realm of distInction-colliding 
eternally in a void. 

The first consequence cannot fail to seem attrac­
tive. It amounts to this: that philosophy has taken 
power to jettison all distinctions as merely empirical, 
and is free to simplify itself at discretion by relegat­
ing to a non-philosophical sphere, labelled as history, 
science, or what not, all the conceptions with which 
it has no wish to deal, and to concentrate afresh on 
its cardinal problems. But the first consequence 
leads inevitably to the second. The same criterion 
which has begun by banishing encumbrances must 
go on to banish essentials. Point by point, the whole 
subject-matter of philosophy is thrown aside, and 
every problem is reduced to a mere empirical variant 
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of one single problem, the' problem of opposites, 
which is not a problem because it has been solved; 
and all its empirical variants can be solved, if that 
can be called solving them, by mechanically repeating 
the formula of this ready-made solution. 

__ I2. Even this may to some minds appear an attrac­
tive prospect, so let us proceed to a third conse­
quence. The philosophical scale of forms has been 
disintegrated into a philosophical relation and a non­
philosophical, the first.between opposites, the second 
between distincts. But this same analysis will apply 
to a non-philosophical scale of forms. Here too 
there are opposites, heat and cold, and di~tincts, ice, 
water, and steam; if specification into opposites is 
the mark of the philosophical concept, heat and 
cold with their genus temperature are subject-matter 
for philosophy; and the theory of heat becomes a 
matter which the physicist must hand over to the 
philosopher, although he may keep as his own the 
speclfic differences between ice, water, and steam. 

Neither can be expected to welcome this proposal; 
yet it cannot be rejected, if opposition is the prin­
ciple of phlIosophical specification and distinction 
that of non-philosophical; and no one can reject it 
who wishes to confine the subject-matter of aesthe­
tics, for example, to the opposition between beauty 
and ugliness, relegating all degrees and kinds of 
beauty to the rag-bag of empirical thought, or, logical 
consequence of this, to restrict the work of philo­
sophy to the exposition of a single clash of opposites, 
endlessly repeated in endless historical avatars. 



68 THE SCALE OF FORMS 

13. It may be thought a consequence alarming 
enough to persuade a reader that the argument has 
gone astray; but alarm is not the best motiv;e for 
rejecting a philosophical argument; it would be 
better to hold our course until we are driven from 
it by some unanswerable reason. Let us consider, 
then, that the argument has brought us to a dilemma. 
Is the relation between philosophical specification 
by opposites and non-philosophical specification by 
distincts itself a case of distinction or of opposition? 
If distinction, then specification in general is a non­
phil9sophica\ . con"'Cept, since it is specified on the 
non-philosophi.cal principle; and thus tht attempt 
to maintain a dualism of philosophical and non­
philosophical thought has ended by absorbing the 
conception of philosophical thought into a system 
of non-philosophical thought in which its own 
characteristics are necessarily lost. But if it is a , 
case of opposition, every concept is in some degree i 

philosophical and in some degree non-philosophical; I 
the assigning of this or that particular concept to 
one or other category is impossible; philosophical 
logic as the logic of opposites has triumphed over 
non-philosophical logic as the logic of distincts, and 
with this triumph it has destroyed the distinction 
between itself and its opponent. 

Thus if either horn of the dilemma is accepted 
the dualism of philosophical and non-philosophical 
thought breaks down by the absorption of one into 
the other; but the result is equally disastrous if an 
escape is made between the horns. If the relation 
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between opposition and distinction is itself neither 
a mere opposition nor a mere distinction, but both 
at once, or (what comes to the same) some third 
thing intermediate between them, this very fact 
shows that the dualism was an error, since a third 
term has been found; and the question must be 
raised, whether philosophical specification is really 
by pure opposition, and not rather by this newly­
discovered third principle. 

Thi.s question must- be further considered here­
after. For the present, the dilemma has brought the 
argument to a standstill. We have worked out a 
preliminary sketch of the idea of a scale of forms; 
it has led us deeper and, deeper into a thicket of 
paradoxes, and at last to a place from which there 
is no forward road except at the cost of abandoning 
the presuppositions we have brought with us; and 
we had best go back to the beginning of our argu­
ment to find where the first false step was made. 

§ 3 
14. Thepreliminary idea of a scale of forms was 

arrived at by combining differences of degree with 
differences of kind. Going back to the beginning, 
therefore, means reconsidering the notions of these 
two types of difference. Philosophical specification, 
it was suggested, appears to combine them; but 
what are they before being combined? Is there any 
difference of meaning as between two usages of the 
term degree, in philosophy and elsewhere? 

Differences of degree occur both in philosophical 
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and in non-philosophical concepts. We say that one 
man or action is better than another, and we say 
that one body is hotter than another. Now, as be­
tween these two examples, there is at least this 
difference: that the heat in a body can be measured 
whereas the goodness of a man or action cannot. 
Equally impossible it is to measure degrees of beauty, 
truth, pleasantness, or any other philosophical con­
cept. 

This is sometimes denied; but it would not, I 
think, be denied by anyone who bore in mind the 
difference fj~tween measuring a thing and estimating 
its size',vithout measure~ent. Looking at two books 
that are now before me, I estimate their relative 
height and say that one is twice as tall as the other; 
but this, which is precisely not measuring, is the 
most that anyone thinks can be done for pleasures 
or goods. When I measure the books, I find that 
one is fifteen inches high and the other seven and a 
quarter; so that the ratio is not two to one, but two 
and a thirtieth to one. If some one tells me that 
this thing is twice as pleasant as that, but boggles at 
distinguishing between the presence or absence of 
the odd thirtieth, I know that he has not measured 
but has, at most, merely estimated; I say at most, 
because it is always possible that he is neither 
measuring nor estimating, but is using quantitative 
terms in order to express metaphorically something 
not itself quantitative. 

The confessed in~ccuracy of alleged measure­
ments of goodness, pleasure, and the like is sometimes 
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excused on the plea that all measurement is approxi­
mate. But the inaccuracy of genuine measurement 
is restricted within a known margin of error, which 
even" in the crudest measurements is generally less 
than one per cent.; and up to this margin, for ex­
ample in asserting that my larger book is within a 
tenth of an inch more or less than fifteen inches, 
our statements based on measurement are strictly 
accurate. Where - these two conditions-known 
margin of error, and complete confidence in the 
accuracy of our figures up to that margin-are not 
satisfied, there is no measurement; and in the so­
called measurements. gf pleasure, goodness, and so 
forth there is no attempt to satisfy them. 

This objection is overcome only when, as happens 
in the psychological laboratory, genuine instrumental 
measuring replaces rough estimates of quantity. But 
in this case what is measured is not pleasure or the 
like, but certain bodily functions whose intensifica­
tion roughly corresponds with an intensification of 
pleasure or whatever it may be. To say that pleasure 
admits of measurement by such means, therefore, is to 
confuse pleasure with these bodily concomitants of it. 

15. In point of fact, then, we do not and cannot 
measure these differences; but it may still be held 
that the quantitative language sometimes applied to 
them, though it cannot represent measurements, 
may represent estimates of quantity rather than a 
metaphorical expression of something else; for, it 
may be argued, these things must be in principle 
measurable, on the ground that whatever exceeds 
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another thing must exceed it by a definite and there­
fore measurable amount. 

I will waive the difficulty of understanding how 
degrees of pleasure can be measurable in principle 
but not in practice. I see how this can be said con­
cerning the diameter of the sun, because to us it is 
inaccessible; but if a man can measure his own skull 
and not his own feelings, I should have thought it 
could only be because feelings as such resist measure­
ment. But it is more important to point out that 
the alleged--ground of this measurableness is open 
to criticism. 

In heat as known to the physicist there are differ­
ences of degree; so there are in the heat we feel as 
a bodily sensation. In physical heat, the excess of 
one over another is a definite amount: we can raise 
a pint of water from one temperature to another by 
adding a certain amount of heat. In heat as we feel 
it, this is not the case. We cannot add a slightly 
tepid feeling to a feeling of moderate warmth and 
so produce a feeling of greater warmth. An intense 
feeling may be produced by a sum of small stimuli, 
each of which by itself would have produced a lesser 
feeling; but it is not itself a sum of these lesser 
feelings; where it exists, they do not exist at all. 

As I move my hand nearer to the fire, I feel it 
grow hotter; but every increase in the heat I feel is 
also a change in tIle kind of feeling I experience; 
from a faint warmth through a decided warmth it 
passes to a definite heat, first pleasant, then dully 
painful, then sharply painful; the heat at one degree 
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soothes me, at another excites me, at another tor­
ments me. I can detect as many differences in kind 
as I can detect differences in degree; and these are 
not two sets of differences but one single set. I can 
call them differe,nces of degree if I like, but I am 
using the word in a special sense, a sense in which 
differences of degree not merely e~tail, but actually 
are, differences of kind. 

This applies to all differences of degree among 
the specifications ·'of a philosophical concept. They 
are never mere differences of degree with which can 
be connected a series of differences in kind; they are 
differences of a peculiar type, which are differences 
at once in degree and in kind. This is why they 
cannot be measured, for measurement applies only 
to pure differences of degt;'ee; and this is the real 
basis of the distinction between a philosophical scale 
of forms and a non-philosophical: in a non-philo­
sophical scale there are differences of degree, and 
co-ordinated with them differences of kind; in a 
philosophical scale there is only one set of differences 
having this peculiar double character. 

I call it peculiar, but it is a type of difference quite 
familiar to common sense, which here as elsewhere 
knows both the philosophical and the non-philo­
sophical phase of the concept, and in speaking of 
degrees of:,kindred and affinity, the capital and other 
degrees 0f punishment, nobility and gentry and 
other degrees in the structure of society, university 
degrees, the degrees of comparison in grammar, and 
so forth, recognizes actual fusions of differences in 
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degree, in the narrower or non-philosophical sense, 
lvith differences in kind. 

I6. That there must in a philosophical subject­
matter be such a fusion, as distinct from any mere 
combination, of difference in degree with difference 
in kind, follows from the principle of overlapping 
classes. Differences in degree and differences in 
kind are two species of the genus difference, and in 
the case of philosophical concepts they must accord­
ingly overlap to form a type of difference partaking 
of the natUJ;:e of both. Instead of two types of differ­
ence, such as we find in the forms of water, one in 
degree of heat, which is measurable, the other in 
kind of physical structure, \vhich gives rise to mutu­
ally exclusive specifications co-ordinated with the 
degrees of heat, it follows from our fundamental 
assumption that in the specification of a philosophi­
cal concept there must always be one single type of 
difference: a difference in degree, but not measur­
able, and a difference in kind, but not susceptible 
of arrangement in ungraded species; a difference, . 
that is, between various forms in which the generic 
essence is embodied, which is also a difference in 
the degree to which these forms embody it. 

I7. Beside difference of degree and difference of 
kind, there is another pair of terms whose relation 
calls for thought before we can return to our main 
subject: opposition and distinction. Hitherto it has 
been assumed that concepts may be related either 
in one of these ways or in the other, and we have 
tried in vain to base on this assumption an account 



THE SCALE OF FORMS 75 
of the difference between philosophical and non­
philosophical specification; we must therefore re­
consider the assumption. 

In its non-philosophical phase, opposition is a 
relation subsisting between a positive term and its 
own mere negation or absence. Cold, as under­
stood by the physicist, is the lack of heat; it is 
nothing but a name for the fact that in any given 
body there is not l!lore heat present; at the zero end 
of the scale, it is a name for the fact that there is 
no heat present at all. But cold as we feel it is not 
mere lack of heat as we feel it, but another feeling 
with a positive character of ,its own; yet these are 
not hvo distinct feelings merely, but two opposite 
feelings. The relation of physical cold to the physical 
heat of which it is the negation I call pure or mere 
opposition; the relation of felt cold to felt heat is 
at once opposition and distinction, these two being 
fused into a single relation. 

The same is true of the relation between good and 
bad. To caU a man bad is not merely to say that 
he does fewer good acts, or acts less good in their 
degree or kind, than another whom we call good; 
it is to say that he does acts positively bad. What 
is bad is thus distinct from what is good as well 
as opposed to it. And the same relation recurs as 
between truth and error, beauty and ugliness, and 
all the pairs of opposites that figure in philosophical 
thought. Thus in general the kind of opposition 
which is found among philosophical terms is at once 
opposition and di,stinction, and subsists between 
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terms each having a definite character of it~ own 
and yet forming together a true pair of opposites. 

18. This again could have been predicted by con­
sidering the consequences of our original assump­
t~on. Distinction and opposition are two species of 
relation; and where the term relation is applied 
to a philosophical subject-matter it acquires the 
special colouring proper to philosophical concepts, 
that is, on our assumption, it denotes a generic con­
cept whose specific classes overlap. In philosophical 
thought, therefore, distinction and opposition will 
necessarily combine into a peculiar type of relation 
which is neither mere distinction nor mere opposi­
tion, but partakes of both these characters; a relation 
which subsists between terms at once opposed and 
distinct. 

19. To sum up. Differences of degree and differ­
ences of kind, which in non-philosophical thought 
can be disentangled from one another, are in philo­
sophy fused into a.new type of difference uniting the 
characteristics of both. Distinction and opposition, 
which in non-philosophical thought are two mutually 
exclusive kinds of relation, in philosophy coalesce 
into one, so that what seems at first sight a mere 
opposition-the relation, that is, between a term and 
its own absence-turns out to be also a distinction 
between two terms, and vice versa. 

With these considerations in mind, we must go 
back to the conception of a scale of forms, reinter­
pret it, and ask whether as so reinterpreted it can 
overcome the first of the two defects which we found' 
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in our original sketch of the conception: namely, that 
it implied that the species of a genus can embody the 
generic essence in varying degrees, whereas it seems 
self-evident that anyone specific form must embody 
the- generic essence completely. 

§4 
20. If in philosophical thought every difference of 

kind is also a differ.ence of degree, the specifications 
of a philosophical concept are bound to form a scale; 
and in this scale their common essence is bound to 
be realized differentially in degree as well as differ­
entially in kind. Th~ identification of the variable 
with the generic essence is thus no confusion, but 
a necessary consequence of the special characteristics 
of philosophical thought. 

'When from this point of view we look back at a 
fe"vexamples of philosophical scales of forms, we shall 
perhaps recognize that the identification of the vari­
able with the generic essence loses all appearance of 
paradox in the light of this fusion of differences in 
degree w'ith differences in kind; and it becomes plain 
that this appearance arose from forcing upon the 
facts of philosophical thinking an interpretation in 
which the terms difference of degree and difference 
of kind bore the special meanings proper to them in 
a non-philosophical context. 

21. Where one work of art is more beautiful than 
another, no great subtlety of thought is needed to 
recognize that it is beautiful in a different way; it 
does not merely exceed the other, for the other has 
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its own kind of beauty, and can only be beaten by 
one , .... hich achieves a beauty of a higher kind. Thus 
it is not wholly true that there are degrees of beauty, 
if this means that beauty differs from beauty not in 
kind but only in degree; nor is it true that there are 
no such degrees, if this means that the kinds of 
beauty are all perfect each in its own ,,,ay; for they 
are different in degree as well as in kind, so that the 
beauty of a comic epigram, however perfect, is not 
only the beauty of a small thing compared with the 
Iliad, but is a lesser as weIl as a different beauty. 

The same is true of pleasure, goodness, and the 
other concepts belonging to the sphere of philosophy. 
Hastily considered, they may seem to obey the tradi­
tional rules of specification, modified by an overlap 
of classes; more closely scrutinized, they always 
reveal this characteristic fusion of differences in 
degree with differences in kind. 

22. \\Then attempts are made not merely to differ­
entiate classes of good things but to distinguish 
kinds of goodness, it is constantly found that some 
of these kinds are more truly goodness than others. 
Thus If virtue, knowledge, and pleasure are taken as 
three things each having its own kind of goodness, 
it seems clear that pleasure, however intense and 
however lasting, belongs to an inferior order of 
goods as compared with virtue; inferior, that is, in 
goodness. I A similar result follows when the con-

1 Cf. Ross, The Right and the Good, vi. It is there argued that 
virtue is a higher kind of good than knowledge, and knowledge 
than pleasure; these three species, with their differences of kind 
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cept of goodness is divided in other ways; for ex­
ample if things good in themselves are distinguished 
from things relatively good, or actions having moral 
goodness from actions having the goodness of ex­
pediency. It seems impossible to recognize a genuine 
difference of kind in goodness without recognizing 
that in these kinds goodness is present in varying 
degrees. 

23. Pleasure is .9ne kind of good, but by common 
consent a relatively low kind. For this reason some 
have scrupled to think of it as good at all; but these 
scruples may be neglected when the idea of a scale 
of forms has been grasped. The concept of pleasure 
is not only one specific form in such a scale; it is 
itself, as a genus, specified in the same manner. Dif­
ferent pleasures are not only, as Bentham thought, 
different in duration and intensity (his other 'dimen­
sions' may be ignored, as referring to something other 
than the intrinsic value of this or that pleasure); they 
differ also, as John Stuart Mill pointed out, in 'qual­
ity'; and by this he did not mean moral goodness 
or some other quality distinct from pleasantness, he 
meant quality 'merely as a pleasure', that is, pleasant­
ness itself, as a thing admitting differences at once 
of degree and of kind. It was by the criterion of 
pleasure that Mill thought it better to be Socrates 
dissatisfied than a fool satisfied; the pleasures of 
Socrates, even if inferior to the fool's by Bentham's 
quantitative tests, are superior in quality, so that they 
fused with differences of degree so that the latter are not measur­
able, making up what I;caIl a scale of forms. 
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deserve the name of pleasure in a sense in which the 
fool's do not. Mill is in fact asserting that pleasures 
form a scale in which the higher are more pleasant 
than the lower; and this is none the less true for 
being, though Mill overlooked the fact, fatal to the 
project of a hedonistic calculus. 

24. The conception of a type of difference which 
is at once a difference in degree and a difference in 
kind releases philosophical thought from a series of 
errors which fall into two groups. 

Because }.t is recognized that there are differences 
of degree in the subject-matter of philosophy, it is 
sometimes assumed that these resemble the differ­
ences of degree found in a non-philosophical concept 
like the physicist's heat: that is, that they are differ­
ences of degree pure and simple, and therefore sus­
ceptible of measurement and calculation. From this 
fallacy arise all the attempts to treat philosophical 
matters like pleasures, goods, and so forth mathe­
matically; attempts so uniformly unsuccessful that 
no one, perhaps, would be tempted to make them 
but for the fear of falling into the opposite error. 
This 'is the fallacy of assuming that, because the 
species of a philosophical genus differ in kind, they 
exhibit no differences of degree; from which it would 
follow that all pleasures were equally pleasant, all 
good things or good acts equally good, all beautiful 
things equally beautiful, and so forth. These may 
be called the fallacy of calculation and the fallacy 
of indifference respectively; they represent the two 
horns of a dilemma based on the false disjunction 
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that a difference of degree cannot also be a differ­
ence of kind (false disjunction of degree and kind). 

Here, as often happens with dilemmas, the vic­
tim may impale himself on both horns successiveiy. 
First, by the fallacy of indifference, he may argue 
that pushpin is as good as poetry; then, redressing 
the balance by adopting the fallacy of calculation, 
he may try to represent those differences of degree 
which at first he ignored by a calculus in which one 
of these indifferent units is added to another. 

§ 5 
No less important. are the modifications intro­

duced into the idea of a scale of forms by the fusion 
of distinction with opposition. 

25. In the provisional sketch of that idea, the scale 
was described as consisting of extremes, opposed 
to one another and representing the infinity and 
zero values of the variable, and intermediates, repre­
senting various degrees of their inverse combination. 
But if the variable is identical with the generic es­
sence, the zero end forms no part of the scale; for 
in it the generic essence is altogether absent. The 
lower end of the scale, therefore, lies not at zero, but 
at unity, or the minimum realization of the generic 
essence. 

This might seem to imply that, since the scale 
contains no absolute opposite to the generic essence, 
opposition as an element in the logical structure of 
the scale disappears, and the scale consists wholly 
of distincts. But this cannot be the case if there is 
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in such scales a fusion of distinction with opposition; 
and looking closer wc shaH see that it is not the case. 

26. The lowest member of the scale, the minimum 
realization of the generic essence, is already, so far 
as it goes, a realization of this essence, and therefore 
distinct from other realizations; but, as the limiting 
case, it is an extreme, and therefore an opposite 
relatively to the rest of the scale. Thus, if wc try to 
form an idea of pure unmitigated wickedness, wc 
find that, if ,ve mean by this the complete absence 
of goodnes~-a zero in the scale of good-not only 
are there no extant examples of it, but wc cannot even 
form a conception of it. The phrase, however useful 
as an expression of abhorrence, does not stand for 
any fact or even for any thought. A real case, or 
real conception, of extreme wickedness is a case or 
conception of some action or character which, how­
ever bad, is never wholly devoid of goodness, but 
possesses a goodness extremely low in degree and ex­
tremely Iow in kind. Here wc stand in the scale of 
goodness not at zero, but at unity. 

27. This minimum case of goodness is certainly, 
as one case of goodness, related to other cases by 
distinction; but, as a case extremely low in degree 
and kind, it is also related to them by opposition, 
as a case of the negation or privation of good and 
the presence of something hostile to good. It is not a 
thing whose moral nature, so far as it has any, is all 
goodness, in the same way in which the temperature 
of a very cold body is, so far as it goes, all heat. The 
character or act which possesses an extremely low 
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degree and kind of goodness is no less actual than one 
possessing a higher degree and kind; it does some­
thing, or is something, no less definite, and this some­
thing has a moral quality not completely described by 
calling it a very poor kind of good; we must go further 
and call it positively ba4: the opposite of good. 

Yet it has not two distinct attributes, goodness and 
badness, little of the one and much of the other. Its 
badness is nothing but its low degree and kind of 
goodness, conceivea- as opposed to higher degrees 
and kinds. Considered merely in itself, even this 
minimum case of goodness is good. There is no 
crime or vice which does not appear to the person 
who embraces it as good-" good within its own limits 
and in the special way in which at the moment good­
ness appeals to him; no error so double-dyed that 
the person who falls into it does not for the time 
being think it true; no work of art so exquisitely 
false in taste that it may not be thought beautiful. 
The people who accept and admire these things are 
deceived, but not purely and simply deceived; we 
can see for ourselves, if we put ourselves at their 
point of view, that a person satisfied with so Iow 
a degree and kind of goodness, truth, or beauty 
is in these cases really getting what he asks, and is 
deceived only in thinking that goodness, truth, or 
beauty contains no more than that. The vice really 
does achieve something good: relief from pain, good 
fellowship, or a sense of emancipation. The error 
really does enshrine some truth, the bad work of 
art does contain some beauty. 
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All this i~ true whcn the minimum case is con­

sidered in itself. But when it is considered in rda­
tion to higher cascs, all is changed. Plt:lsurc in 
itself, SO far as it goes, is good; hut if the pursuit of 
pleasure is compared with the pursuit of duty, it 
becomes by comparison not merely less good, but 
posith'c1y e\'il. The lowest case in the scale, when 
compared with the next abo\'e it, not only I()~es its 
own intrinsic goodness and acquires the character 
of badness, but it actually becomes identical with 
cri I in general; in it the :tbstract idea of evil finds 
:t copcretc embodiment, and at this point in the scale 
the achie\'cment of goodness simply means the nega­
tion of this onc thing. Examples arc common and 
familiar. Every particular way of being good im'olrcs 
a struggle against some specific form of cril, some 
besetting sin; and in such a situation this besctting sin 
:tppears not as onc alternativc form of wrongdoing 
but :1S wrongdoing itself. Every :lchic\'cmcnt of truth 
im'olvescombating sorneparticular error, which again 
is regarded not as onc among possible errors, stilllcss 
as (what incidentally it always is) a partial and frag­
mentary truth, but as identical with error at large. 

28. The same relation which subsists between the 
lowest member of the scale and the next above it 
reappears between any two adjacent forms. Each is 
good in itself, but bad in relation to the onc abovc; 
and hence, wherever wc stand on the scale, wc are 
at a minimum point in it; and conversely, howcver 
far down we go, there is always the possibility of 
going lower without reaching absolute zero. 
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For a like reason we can always be sure that, -kind 
we have distinguished one single term or phastry.h_ 
the scale, closer scrutiny could break it up into ~ 
complex of sub-phases organized in the same general 
way. As applied to a philosophical subject-matter, 
simplicity and complexity are not mutually exclusive, 
they overlap; simplicity is only a relative term; and 
the complex, however deeply it is analysed, can only 
be analysed into paFts that are still complex. Indeed, 
to think otherwise 'would imply that the terms of a 
philosophical series can be treated like a series of 
integers, and that would be to fall into the fallacy of 
calculation. 

29. This view of the- relation between the terms 
of a philosophical series, as a relation at once of 
distinction and of opposition, destroys two groups 
of errors: one asserting that because evil, error, and 
the like have actual existence in the world of experi­
ence, they are not negative but positive, standing to 
good, truth, &c., in a relation not of opposition but 
of mere distinction; the other asserting that because 
they are the negation of these positive terms they 
have no actuality, and that nothing evil exists. On 
the whole, the tradition of European philosophy (I 
have no right to speak of others) has kept clear of 
both fallacies, and has insisted that evil and error in 
themselves, as concepts, are privations, but that evils 
and errors are actual, and must be vigorously fought 
against. To waive the first contention for the sake 
of maintaining the second is to betray one of the 
fallacies I am here describing; to abandon the second 

;::. . 
4~3 G 
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Al~ fancied inconsistency with the first is to be­sid) the other. 

t; The first may be called the fallacy of the false positive, because it consists in making a positive term but of what is really a negative one; the second the fallacy of null opposition, because it consists in placing the opposite of any positive term at the zero end of the scale. The dilemma of which these are the two horns is based on the false disjunction that if two terms are opposites they cannot be distincts (null oppositioJ)), and if distincts they cannot be opposites (false positive): the false disjunction of opposition and distinction. 
§6 

30. In the light of this further reinterpretation, we can return to the second defect revealed by the pro­visional scale of forms: namely, its failure to account for the overlap of classes. 
The lower of any two adjacent terms is good in itself but bad relatively to its neighbour. Good and bad are here used merely illustratively; we might equally well use true and false, or any other such pair of temis. Now, the lower is not only good in general; it is good in a specific way; and if by comparison with its neighbour it loses its goodness, what it loses cannot be merely goodness in general; it must be this specific kind of goodness. What the higher term gains by the comparison, therefore, is again not merely goodness in general, ,but the specific kind of goodness proper to the lower. The higher term thus possesses not only that kind of goodness 
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. which belongs to it in its own right, but also the kind 

which originally or in itself belonged to its neigh­
bour. It not only surpasses its neighbour in degree 
of goodness, but beats it, so to speak, on its own 
ground. The lower promises more than it can per­
form; it professes to exhibit a certain kind of 
goodness, but cannot in reality do so in a more than 
approximate and inadequate manner; just as it 
cannot wholly achi~ye goodness, so it cannot wholly 
achieve even that specific and admittedly imperfect 
form of it which is characteristically its own; this 
is genuinely achieved only by the next higher term, 
which professes to exhibit not this but the form 
next above it. Thus each term, which in itself is 
simply one specific form of goodness, has also a 
double relation to its neighbours: in comparison 
with the one below, it is what that professes to be; 
in comparison with the one above, it professes to be 
what that is. 

This relation may be described, as here, by the 
metaphor of promising and performing; or it may 
be described by saying that the higher is the reality 
of which the lower is the appearance, or the ideal to 
which the lower is an approximation, or the truth 
of which the lower is a perversion. These are not 
so much metaphors as descriptions of something 
simpler and therefore more truly intelligible in 
terms of something more complex and, to us, more 
familiar. Promise and performance, appearance a'nd 
reality, and the rest, all 'presuppose the relation 
which I am trying t?/describe; it is a purely, logical 
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relation, and unless we already understood it we 
could not understand the various relations in terms 
of which we try to explain it. As a purely logical 
relation, it is a synthesis of the four relations which 
it has been the task of this chapter to discuss: dif­
ference of degree, difference of kind, relation of 
distinction, and relation of opposition. The higher 
term is a species of the same genus as the lower, but 
it differs in degree as a more adequate embodiment 
of the generic essence, as well as in kind as a speci­
fically different ,embodiment; it follows from this 
that.it must be not only distinct from it, as one 
specification from another, but opposed to it, as a 
higher specification to a lower, a relatively adequate 
to a relatively inadequate, a true embodiment of the 
generic essence to a false embodiment; as true, it 
possesses not only its own specific character, bu"t 
also that which its rival falsely claimed. The hfgher 
thus negates the lower, and at the same time re­
affirms it: negates it as a false embodiment of the 
generic essence, and reaffirms its content, that 
specific form of the essence, as part and parcel of 
itself. 

This conception of the higher term as beating the 
lower on its own ground has been here affirmed 
merely as a logical consequence of the principles 
already laid down; but it can be verified as a fami­
liar fact wherever a philosophical scale of forms is 
recognized. If justice and expediency are adjacent 
terms in a scale of moral values, as we sometimes 
think them to be, it would follow that in order to 
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secure expediency we must pass beyond mere expe­
diency and rise to the level of justice; and this is 
a thought so familiar to us all that it is current as a 
proverb, honesty is the best policy. If, as St. Paul 
believed, law is given for the better ordering'of life, 
and grace is something of the same general kind but 
a higher term in the same scale, it is no paradox 
that grace should perform exactly what law promised 
to perform but di<Lnot. If inference stands higher 
than judgement in a scale of the forms of thought, 
it is natural that inference should first give us what 
mere judgement cannot give, but ought to give if it 
is to be really judgem~~t: knowledge, as opposed to 
mere OpInIOn. 

3 I. Each term in the scale, therefore, sums up the 
. whole scale to that point. Wherever we stand in the 

scale, we stand at a culmination. Infinity as well as 
zero can thus be struck out of the scale, not because 
we never reach a real embodiment of the generic 
concept, but because the specific form at which we 
stand is the generic concept itself, so far as our 
thought yet conceives it. The proximate form, next 
below where we stand, is from this point of view at 
once the alternative possible way of specifying this 
concept, and the wrong way of specifying it ; oppo­
site to the way which we think the right way, and 
therefore opposite to the concept itself. What it 
endeavours to present as the whole of the concept 
is in reality an element within that whole, whicli, as 
an element in the culminating form, is reaffirmed 
in that form: AI~ . lower stages in the scale are 
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telescoped into this situation. They are in fact summed up in it twice over: once 'falsely, in the proximate specification, which misinterprets their significance and combines them into a false unity, and once truly, in the culminating fonn. 

32. This explains the overlap of classes in a philo­sophical genus. The hIgher of any two adjacent forms overlaps the lower because it includes the positive content of the lower as a constituent ele­ment within itself. It only fails to include the }mver in its entirety because there is also a negative aspect of the lower, which is rejected by the higher: the lower, in addition to asserting its own content, denies that the generic essence contains anything more, and this denial constitutes its falsehood. Thus, utili­tarianism is right to regard expediency as one form of goodness; its mistake is to think that there is nothing in even the highest fonns of goodness that cannot be described in terms of expediency; and therefore a better moral philosophy would reaffirm utilitarianism while denying one part, this negative part, of its doctrine. 
The lower overlaps the higher in a different sense: it does not include the higher as part of itself, it adopts part of the positive content of the higher, while rejecting another part. Utilitarianism, for example, claims much of the contents of better moral theories as sound utilitarian doctrine, but dis­misses the rest as so much error or superstition. What is true of utilitarianism as a specific kind of moral theory is true also of expediency as a specific 
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kind of goodness. Duty rejects expediency in the 
sense of refusing to accept it as even a legitimate 
kind of goodness, and regarding it rather as the in­
veterate enemy of morality, but reaffirms it in the 
sense of accepting it, when modified by subordina­
tion to its own principles, as a constituent element 
in itself. Thus duty and expediency overlap: a 
dutiful action always has its own expediency, and 
an expedient acti.QJ? to that extent partakes of the 
nature of duty. 

33. These considerations not only show how an 
overlap of classes is possible, but make it clearer 
than before what exactly this overlap is. It is not 
merely that some dutiful actions are expedient, leav­
ing a margin of expedient actions that are not duti­
ful and dutiful actions that ,are not expedient. All 
dutiful actions are expedient, for duty as the higher 
specification always and necessarily reaffirms the 
lower; and the lower not sometimes but always par­
tiallyand incompletely affirms the higher. The overlap 
consists in this, that the lower is contained in the 
higher, the higher transcending the lower and adding 
to it something new, whereas the lower partially coin­
cides with the higher, but differs from it in reject­
ing this increment. Thus the overlap is essentially 
not, as we took it to be in our first rough survey of 
the ground, an overlap of extension between classes, 
but an overlap of intension between concepts, each 
in its degree a specification of their generic esseI1ce, 
but each embodying it more adequately than the one 
below. ' 



IV 
DEFINITION AND DESCRIPTION 

I. IN the two foregoing chapters I have tried to show 
that the doctrines of classification and division, a's 
contained in traditional logic, a~e neither simply 
true nor simply false when applied to the concepts of 
philosophy; but that they have been framed rather 
with an eye to the peculiar structure of the scientific 
concept, ~!1d must be modified in certain ways before 
they.can be applied to the philosophical. In this" 
chapter I shall argue that the ,same is true of de­
finition. I am here discussing what is called real, as 
opposed to verbal, definition: not the definition of 
words but the definition of concepts. 

It has generally been held in the past that philo­
sophical concepts can and ought to be defined. It 
was in fact by insisting upon definition that Socrates 
is believed to have won his unique place in the his­
tory of philosophical method. But there is a curious 
paradox in our accounts of what Socrates taught. 
He 1:ielieved that all philosophical concepts ought to 
be defined, but this belief expressed not an achieve­
ment but an ideal in the light of which he was forced 
to admit that he knew nothing except his own ignor­
ance. For, challenging hhnself to produce adequate 
definiti~ns of philosophical concepts, he found him­
self unable to do so. 

2. The examples which we possess of Socrates' 
search for definitions make it clear that, when he 
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asked himself or his pupils to define a concept, the 
model which he held up for imitation was defini­
tion as it exists in mathematics. This no doubt 
accounts for his failure; and it also accounts for the 
tendency which exists at the present time to deny 
that philosophical concepts admit of definition. It is 
pointed out that when we attempt ,to define a philo­
sophical concept either we introduce into the defini­
tion the term to _be defined, and so commit the 
formal fallacy of circulus in definiendo, or else, avoid­
ing that danger, we fare worse and fall into the 
material falsehood of substituting in the definition 
another concept for that which we set out to define. 

All this is true and '·unanswerable if definition is 
taken to mean what it means in mathematics; and 
if the word definition is by custom of language con­
fined to that meaning, the philosophical concept 
must be called indefinable. But this is a dangerous 
doctrine. It leaves philosophy defenceless against 
anyone who chooses to claim a perfect and infallible 
knowledge which, since it cannot be expressed in 
words, he need not be at the trouble of stating. The 
incentive given by such doctrine to careless thinking 
and obscure expression, and the handicap it lays 
upon candid and critical philosophizing, make it 
a serious danger to thought. A doctrine need not 
be false because it is dangerous; but its danger is 
a warning that its credentials should be examined 
with scrupulous care before it is accepted. I 

They will not bear examination. The word to' 
define and its cognates are legitimately but not 
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exclusively used in this special sense. To define is literally to fix the limits of a plot of land or the like, to show where one thing begins and another ends, or in general to discriminate or distinguish. A person asked to define his position, in an argument, is being asked to remove ambiguities from a statement of it which, implicitly or explicitly, he is understood to have made, and thus make it clearer and more precise. A photographic image is said to be ill­defined when the degree of blurring is more than can reas~.p.ably be permitted. In these ordinary or common-sense uses of the word, it is implied that definition is a matter of degree: to define is not to make absolutely definite what was absolutely indefi­nite, but to make more definite what was to some extent definite already. 
3. As applied in exact science, definition carries a special meaning. Definitions here define absolutely. A person possessing a definition knows the essence of the concept perfectly, one \vho does not possess it does not know that essence at all. In order that this should be possible, two conditions must be ful­filled. First, the essence must be something capable of final and exhaustive. statement, and therefore sharply cut off from mere properties. Secondly, an equally sharp line must be drawn between knowing something and not knowing it. Owing to the diff~r­ences in the struct.ure of their concepts, both these conditions are fulfilled in exact science, neither in philosophy. 

A definition in exact science states the essence as 
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distinct from the properties; these, which flow logi­
cally from the essence, are stated in theorems. The 
exposition of the concept as a whole thus consists of 
definition and theorems taken together. The reason 
why it can be divided into these two parts is that, 
owing to the logical structure of the concept, one 
part can be expounded without any fear that it may 
have to be reconsidered when we come to expound 
the rest. 

4. Suppose ther~· were a kind of concept which 
could not be so divided as to be expounded in this 
way: a kind of concept in expounding which the 
later part of the exposition, instead of depending 

, upon the earlier as upon a fixed point, served to 
qualify or explain the earlier. In the case of such 
a concept no line could be drawn between definition 
and theorems; the entire exposition would be a 
statement at once of its essence, and of its properties 
regarded as the elements constituting that essence. 
This would be a definition, for it would state the 
essence; the concept would remain undefined only 
in the sense that there would be no one phrase or 
sentence which could be taken out of its context 
and called the definition. 

This is the cas~ in philosophy. It must be so, if 
the species of a philosophical genus overlap; for 
essence and property are two species of attribute, 
and definitions and theorems are two corresponding 
species of exposition; in a philosophical context, 
therefore, these species will overlap. And experience· 
of philosophical t~9ught shows that it is so. An 
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essay on a philosophical concept like justice does not ordinarily begin with a definition of the concept and go on by deducing theorems about it; it consists from beginning to end of an attempt to expound the con­cept in a statement which may properly be described as an extended and reasoned definition. 

5. The second condition of definition, in the special sense in which exact science uses the word, is that there should be an absolute difference between knowing a concept and not knowing it. In exact science there appears to be this difference. At the beginning of a lesson, it may never have occurred to the pupil that there can be a twelve-sided regular solid. In the course of the lesson he may come to know that there is such a thing, and that its name is dodecahedron. His knowledge of its essence is now complete, however much he has still to learn about its properties. 
6. Suppose there were a kind of knowledge in which a distinction existed between knowing better and kno\ving worse, but none between knowing abso­lutely and not knowing at all. In pursuing this know­ledge, we should begin not with utter ignorance of the subject-matter or any part of it, but with a dim and confused knowledge, or a knowledge definite enough in some parts but confused in others, and in others fading away to the verge of complete nescience. In advancing our knowledge of these things we should say, not '1 have discovered some­thing that 1 never knew before', but '1 have cleared up my thoughts about this ma~ter, and see that what 
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I once thought about it was a confused mixture of 
truth and error.' In this kind of knowledge there 
would be no need for definitions like that of the 
dodecahedron, for there would be no occasion on 
which we were absolutely ignorant of any concept 

I contained in its subject-matter; nor any possibility 
of them, for we could never come to a point at which 
our knowledge concerning the essence of a concept 
could be described as complete. 

This also is the case in philosophy. It must be 
so, if the philosophical concept is specified in a scale 
of forms; for knowledge itself, as understood in 
philosophy, will form such a scale, in which all ignor­
,ance is a lower or more-rudimentary kind of know­
ledge, and the zero of absolute ignorance is never 
reached. And anyone with ~ny experience of philo­
sophy knows that in fact it is so. The beginner in 
philosophy finds himself listening to discussions 
about right and wrong, truth and error, pleasure and 
pain, and the like. If he said to his teacher, 'I do 
not know what right and wrong are; please give me 
a definition of them before proceeding with the dis­
cussion,' the teacher would reply, 'I am trying to give 
you a definition of them as fast as I can; and if you 
did not learn in the nursery enough about the nature 
of right and wrong to follow my discussion, you had 
better go back to the nursery again.' For in all 
philosophical study we begin by knowing something 
about the subject-matter, and on that basis go or... to 
learn more; at each step we re-define our concept 
by way of recording our progress; and the process 
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can end only when the definition states all that the 
concept contains. 

7. Definition as thus understood resembles the 
definition of exact science in stating the concept's 
essence; and that, after all, is the essence of defini­
tion. But there are some traditional rules of definition 
which it will honour more in the breach than the 
observance: namely those (there are several in the 
text-books) which apply only to the special case of 
exact science. Thus, if judgement is defined as the 
reference ~of an ideal content to reality, this may be 
criticized on the ground of circularity, because to 
refer means to judge; but that is a fault only if the 
definition is addressed to a person who has never 
thought about the nature of judgement. To a person 
who has already thought about a given concept, de­
finitions of it which formal logic would condemn 
as circular, metaphorical, or obscure may be of the 
utmost value. 

8. In stating an essence which is identified not 
with one selected part of the concept but with the 
concept as a whole, philosophical definition resem­
bles the descriptions which take the place of defini­
tions in empirical science. A person asked to describe 
an elephant or a comet-not an individual elephant 
or an individual comet, but the concept-would aim 
at completeness: he would try to include in his 
exposition all the attributes properly included in 
the concept. This exposition of an empirical con-. 
cept cannot be accurately divided into exposition 
of essence (definition) and exposition of properties 
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(theorems), because the logical connexions upon 
which that division rests are lacking. There is no one 
attribute of a comet or an elephant from which we 
can deduce all the rest; we do not sufficiently under­
stand the way in which their various attributes are 
interconnected; and so, from our 'point of view, 
these attributes tend to form a m~re aggregate in 
which certain elements are found together with01~t 
any reason why they should be together. This tend­
ency is no doubt ~opposed by another, tending to 
connect the attributes into a logical whole; so that 
the description of an empirical concept is in general 
an ambiguous thing: partly it approximates to the 

: exposition of a mathematical concept in which some 
one attribute is essential and the others flow from 
it; partly it approximates to a mere enumeration 
of attributes which in actual experience are found 
together, we cannot tell why. 

The exposition of a philosophical concept has 
a certain resemblance to this. Both alike aim at 
completeness and renounce the attempt to select 
one element and call it essence, leaving the rest to 
be deduced from it. But they renounce this for 
opposite reasons. An empirical description does 
so because we do not well enough lfnderstand the 
logical structure of the concept; a philosophical ex­
position, because we understand it too well to rest 
content with a separation which must to a great ex­
tent be arbitrary. We may, if we like to insist. on 
this resemblance, say that a philosophical 'exposi- , 
tion describes its subject-matter; but that would be 
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misleading unless it were made clear that describing 
in this case means not merely enumerating the items 
of which the subject-matter is composed but ex­
pounding them in such a way as to exhibit their 
conneXlOns. 

To follow such an exposition means gradually 
building up in one's mind the conception which is 
being expounded; coming to knpw it better and 
better as each new point is made, and at each new . 
point summing up the whole exposition to that 
point. TlIe thought of the subject-matter is thus 
gradually becoming clearer and more complete. 
But this is not a mere change in degree. It must 
be a change in kind also. The fresh points are not 
merely closer and closer approximations to the 
truth, like fresh decimal places; they are qualita­
tively new as well; and hence the phases through 
which the definition passes in its growth are not 
only new in degree, as we come to know the con­
cept better, but new in kind, as we come to grasp 
fresh aspects of it. The various phases will there­
fore constitute a scale of forms, beginning with a 
rudimentary· or minimum definition and adding 
qualitatively new determinations which gradually 
alter the original definition so as to make it a better 
and better statement of the concept's essence: a 
statement, at each step, complete as far as it goes, 
and expressing a real and necessary specification of 
the concept. 

9. To define a philosophical concept, therefore, 
it is necessary first to think of that concept as speci-
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fying itself in a form so rudimentary that anythint 
less would fail to embody the concept at all. Thi~ 
wiII be the minimum specification of the concept, 
the lower end of the scale; and the first phase of the 
definition will consist in stating this. Later phases 
will modify this minimum definition by adding new 
determinations, each implied in what went before, 
but each introducing into it qualitative changes as 
well as additions ~nd complications. Finally, a phase 
will be reached in which the definition contains, 
explicitly stated, all that can be found in the con­
cept; the definition is now adequate to the-thing 
defined and the pro!=ess is as complete as we can 
n'ake it. .'-

This definition of a philosophical concept by 
means of a scale of forms is a method repeatedly 
used throughout the history of philosophy; it will 
suffice to quote a few of the most familiar examples. 
Plato in the Republic sets himself the task of defin­
ing the 'city' (there' is no word in ordinary English 
that adequately translates 7T6"ts). He begins by offer­
ing a definition .of the 'minimum city' (avaYKatOTa77J 
7T6"ts), which is reduced to a minimum in two ways: 
first all functions other than economic are ignored, 
and then the economic functions are reduced to the 
barest development necessary to sustain life. He 
then proceeds to develop the concept, first by add­
ing luxuries to necessaries, and then by adding to 
the economic function the military and political; 
and the concept becomes complete when all these 
have been consid~red singly and the relations 
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:retween them worked out in detail. It is instructive 
lo remember that Aristotle modified Plato's defini­
tion chiefly by taking the minimum one stage lower. 
Plato assumed that a family is not a city at all, and 
that the minimum city consists of a number of pro­
ducers each with a family of his own; Aristotle finds 
the germ of political life \vithin the family itself, and 
traces a progressive evolution of the conceptof'society' 
(KoLvM'{a) from that germ to ;ts fullest realization in 
the complete city state. 

Aristotk.understood the method well; he not only 
uses it himself, for example in his methodical ex­
position of the nature of life, I he criticizes Plato for 
not having used it enough; for, says he, Plato's 
Socrates laughed at Gorgias for offering a whole 
series of specific forms of 'virtue' when asked for a 
unitary definition of 'virtue'; but the Socratic at­
tempt at a unitary definition was even more faulty, 
neglecting as it did the specific forms of the concept. 
Accordingly, Aristotle spaces out the generic concept 
of 'virtue' on a scale in which the first specific form 
considered is the lowest, that of the slave (the con­
text IS political), and so an ascent is made-roughly 
and unsystematically, it is true-to the higher forms.:: 

10. One example from modern philosophy will . 
suffice. In th~ Grundlegzl.11g Zllr Metaplzysik der Sitten, 
Kant sets himself to answer the question what the 
word good means when applied in the specifically 
moral sense to a good man or a good act: His answer 
falls into three main stages. First, he argues that a 

I De Anima. : Politics, 1259 B, 20 seqq. 
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good act is one in which we obey a rule conceived 
as universally binding. This is the minimum defini­
tion of a good act, not the whole definition; it is 
soon modified so as to appear in a second and more 
elaborate form: a good act is one in which we treat 
human nature as an end in itself. This is more 
elaborate because it is in effect the same defini­
tion modified by adding to the notion of objectiye 
rationality (a universal rule) the notion of subjective 
rationality (human' flature as rational and therefore 
demanding the same kind of respect which we give 
to rationality as such). The third definition intro­
duces a further complication, namely the idea of 
other rational beings tr.zating us in the same way in 
which we treat them; thus the second definition, 
reciprocally applied, becomes the third: a good act 
is one in which we act as members of a kingdom of 
ends, or society in which every one is both subject 
(as respecting the wills of others) and sovereign (as 
counting upon the same respect in them). Hegel, 
who used this method throughout his philosophical 
works, might be suspected of having borrowed it 
from the Greeks, but the same suspicion cannot fall 
on Kant, who was very little influenced by Greek 
thought. He rediscovered it for himself by develop­
ing the methods he had learnt from the Cartesians; 
and it is in fact to him, rather than to the Greeks, 
that his successors owed it. 



V 
THE PHILOSOPHICAL JUDGEIVIENT: 

QUALITY AND QUANTITY 
I. THE foregoing chapters have dealt, not exhaus­
tively but perhaps sufficien tIy for the reader's patience, 
with some of the chief points in ,,,hich the universals 
or concepts of philosophy differ from those of exact 
and empirical science. According to the doctrine of 
traditional Jogic, which on this matter need not here 
be disputed, the concept is a logical element only 
found within something more complex, called a 
judgement or proposition; and this, therefore, is the 
subject that next demands our notice. The pro­
cedure will be as before: to ask how the judgements 
or propositions of philosophy (the two words may be 
taken, for the present purpose, as synonymous) differ 
from those of science in respect of logical structure. 

The traditional theory of judgement falls into four 
sections under the heads of quality, quantity, rela­
tion, and modality. This chapter will be devoted to 
quality and quantity; that is, it will discuss the way 
in which the terms affirmative and negative, universal 
and particular, apply to the judgements of philo­
sophy. In the following chapter, relation will be con­
sidered. Concerning modality I have nothing to say 
except what is said by implication in the chapters 
next after that. 

§ I 

2. According to quality, judgements are divided 
into affirmative and ~egative. It has already been 
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remarked in an earlier chapter that these classes 
always to some extent overlap: many judgements, 
perhaps all, c;ontain both an affirmative and a nega­
tive element. But in the case of philosophical state­
ments the relation between affirmation and negation 
is peculiarly intimate. On a matter of empirical fact 
it is possible, when asked for example 'where did I 
leave my purse?' to answer 'not In the taxi, I ~m 
sure', without having the least idea where the purse 
was actually left. -That negative judgement contains 
affirmative implications; for example, 'if you had 
left your purse in the taxi I should have noticed it' ; 
but these do not include an affirmative answer to the 
question which has bezn answered in the negative. 

In philosophy this is not so. The normal and 
natural way of replying to a philosophical statement 
from which we dissent is by saying, not simply 'this 
view seems to me wrong', but 'the truth, I would 
suggest, is something more like this', and then we 
should attempt to state a view of our own. This 
view certainly need not be on the tip of our tongue; 
it may be something with which our mind, as 
Socrates would say, is pregnant, and which needs 
both skill and pains to bring it to birth; yet we feel 
it quick \vithin us; and unless we have that feeling 
we have no right to meddle with the question that 
is being discussed; no right, and if we have the 
spirit of a philosopher no desire. 

3. This is not a mere opinion. It is a corollary of 
the Socratic principle (itself a necessary consequence 
of the principle of overlapping classes) that there is 
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in philosophy no such thing as a transition from 
sheer ignorance to sheer knowledge, but only a pro­
gress in which we come to know better what in some 
sense we know already. It follows from this that 
when we discover a new truth we recognize it as 
something which )Ve have always known; and that 
when we are still in pursuit of such a truth we know 
already, if we understand the nature of philosophical 
thought, that we are only relatively and not abso­
lutely ignor.ant of it. 

4. C::onsequently we can never in philosophy de­
cline, except temporarily and provisionally, the duty 
of giving our own affirmative answer to any question 
which others have answered in ways that we regard 
as false. To reject one account of a philosophical 
matter is to accept the responsibility of giving a 
better account of it; and hence in philosophy, what­
ever may be the case elsewhere, it is a rule of sound 
method that every negation in this special sense 
implies an affirmation. This rule may be called the 
princi.ple of concrete negation, and the neglect of it 
the fallacy of abstract negation. 

5. There is also a principle of concrete affirmation 
and a corresponding fallacy of abstract affirmation. 

Every affirmative judgement no doubt contains 
some negative elements; but in a philosophical 
judgement there is a peculiar intimacy in the relation 
between the two kinds of element. The negative 
elements give point to our affirmations by indicating 
what exactly they are intended to deny. For every 
philosophical statement is intended to express the 
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rejection of some definite proposition which the 
person making the statement regards as erroneous. 
In non-philosophical thought this is not necessarily 
the case. When I say 'the molecule of water contains 
two atoms of hydrogen and one of oxygen' or 'the 
battle of Hastings was fought in I 06fJ' ,I am doubtless 
denying something; but there is no one particular 
error, such as that the formula of water is HO!! or that 
the battle of Hasilngs was fought in l087, against 
which I am putting myself or my hearer on guard. 
But when I make a philosophical statement, such as 
that the species of a philosophical genus overlap, I 
am denying somethiIlg perfectly definite: the pro­
position that they are mutually exclusive. Thus a 
non-philosophical judgemeI),t, when it affirms, denies 
indiscriminately all the judgements incompatible 
with it; a philosophical judgement, when it affirms, 
picks out some one incompatible judgement, focuses 
itself on the denial of that, and by this denial comes 
to focus or define its own p'recise significance. 

6. The reason for this lies in the logical structure 
of the concept. Any judgement predicates a concept, 
and whenever we affirm one specific concept we deny 
the other specifications of the same genus. 'The 
book which I am looking for is green'; here, what is denied is that the book is blue, brown, or any 
other specific colour. Where the generic concept is 
non-philosophical, as here, the affirmation of one' 
specific form involves the indiscriminate denial of 
all the rest, for their structure is that of a group 
of co-ordinate classes where each excludes each and 



I08 THE PHILOSOPHICAL JUDGEMENT: 

therefore anyone excludes all the rest, none more 
than another. But where the generic concept is 
philosophical, specified in a scale of forms of which 
the judgement is intended to affirm the highest 
(which it always is, because everyone necessarily 
conceives the highest specific fonn known to him as· 
the true form of the generic concept, and so affinns 
that), its denial of all the inferior forms is sum­
marized in one denial, namely that of the proximate 
form; since each summarizes the whole scale up to 
that point,_..and the denial of that involves the denial 
of all that it summarizes. What is true in the proxi­
mate fonn, and therefore in all the lower forms, is 
still contained in the highest form j hence the proxi­
mate form as contrasted with the highest is nothing 
but a compendium of all the errors which in assert­
ing the highest fonn we mean to deny. 

Hence the statement that a philosophical assertion 
whenever it affinns something definite also denies 
something definite, records not a mere fact observed 
in our experience of philosophy, but a principle of 
method. Empirically, cases can perhap·s be found 
in wnich a philosopher makes an assertion with no 
very clear idea of what he means to deny. But if so, 
he is committing the fallacy of abstract affirmation; 
and though it is doubtless possible to think what is 
substantially true while yet thinking in terms of this 
fallacy, the truth is attained not because of, but in 
spite of, the principles employed in the search. 

7. The principle of concrete affirmation, as the 
denial of this fallacy, can be applied in two ways. 
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As applied to one's own thought, it runs: !If you 
want to be clear as to what you are asserting, be 
clear as ,to what you are denying.' In other words, 
it is never enough to state your aim in a special 
philosophical inquiry by saying that you wish to 
discover the truth about a particular subject; this 
must always be further defined by: adding that you 
wish to discover what exactly is wrong with this 
or that view of it. And this implies that without 
systematic and paInstaking analysis of false views, 
. to discover where they are false, there is in philo­
sophy no reaching any truth that is worth reaching . 

. The principle also applies to our comprehension 
of others' thoughts. Here it runs thus: 'In reading 
or listening to a philosopher, never be content to 
ask yourself what he means.to affirm, without at the 
same time asking what he means to deny.' It is of 
great importance to observe this rule in our philo­
sophical reading; important because difficult; for 
the great philosophers of the past, whose works 
stand like islands out of continents otherwise sub­
merged by the waters of time, have formed their 
own views by criticizing others that have not come 
down to us except so far as we can reconstruct them 
from these same criticisms. Yet, if we cannot under­
st;lnd what the doctrines were which a Plato or a 
Parmenides meant to deny, it is certain that to just" 
that extent we are unable to grasp what it was that. 
he meant to affirm. 

It does not follow that every philosophical asser­
tion is directed ag~~nst some view which some one 
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actually holds. A view need not have been affirmed, 
in order to be worth denying; all that is necessary 
is that it should be plausible, a view for which there 
are reasons, though not sufficient reasons. This 
implies that the rejected view must seem plausible 
to the person who rejects it; so that, if its rejection 
implies controversy, it is a controversy not so much 
between two philosophers as within the mind of a 
single one: a dialogue, as Plato called it, of the soul 
with itself. In confirmation of this, one often finds 
philosophical writers of intelligence qualifying their 
controversial passages by saying: The view to which 
I object is, on the face of it, the view of such and 
such a person; but if I am mistaken in thinking he 
holds it, let me be understood as dissenting not from 
a philosopher, but from a philosophy.' 

8. Taking these two principles together, it may 
be said that whereas outside philosophy a judgement 
is either affirmative or negative, though not exclu­
sively either, since each may have in it elements 
of the other, in philosophy there is such a balance of 
the two that no properly weighed and considered 
judgement is more affirmative than negative or more 
negative than affirmative. The affirmative judgement 
in philosophy runs thus: S is P and not Q; the 
negative thus: S is not Q but P; where P and Q 
are equally definite and specific answers to the same 
question: what is S? The peculiarity of the philo­
sophical judgement in respect of quality, then, lies 
in the peculiar intimacy of the relation between its 
affirmative and negative elements, which is of such 



QUALITY AN'D QUANTITY III 

a kind that P cannot be validly affirmed while Q is 
left indeterminate, nor Q validly denied while P 
is left indeterminate. 

§ 2 

9. In respect of quantity, judgements are tradi­
tionally divided into universal, particular, and, singu­
lar. The judgements of philosophy, like those of 
science, are universal; but we have to ask whether 
there may not be" !lome special shade of meaning 
expressed by the term universal in this context. 

The species universal, particular, and singular 
naturally overlap; the universal judgement that all 
men are mortal does not exclude, it includes, the 
particular judgement that some men are mortal and 
the singular judgement that this individual man 
Socrates is mortal. These three elements introduce 
differentiations into its significance, even considered 
as a universal judgement: as a pure universal, it 
means that man as such is mortal; as a universal of 
particulars, it means that every kind of man is mortal; 
as a universal of singulars it means that every indi­
vidual man is mortal. These are not so much three 
kinds of universal judgement as three elements 
present in every universal judgement whether in 
philosophy or anywhere else. 

10. But these three elements are differently related 
in different types of universal judgement. There 
is one kind of thought in which the determining 
element is the singular. Each individual instance of 
S is found on examination to be P; and, since we 
cannot think this a, mere coincidence,' we regard 



112 THE PHILOSOPHICAL JUDGEMENT: 
ourselves as justified in thinking that they are P only 
because they are S; that is to say, S as such is P. 
Here the singular element is primary, the universal 
secondary. A universal judgement of this kind is 
called a generalization .. It is a common and indeed 
indispensable type of judgement, although logicians 
have frowned upon it as inductio per enumeratione11l 
simplicem. 

A second type begins not from the singular but 
from the particular: primarily it judges that each 
particulat.kind of S is P, and thence it goes on to 
judge. that S as such is P. This is the type of 
universal judgement which is normal in empirical 
science, where the importance of the plurality of 
instances towards establishing a universal proposi­
tion lies not in their numerical difference, as in gene­
ralization proper, but in the specific differences 
between them. 

A third type takes the universal element as pri­
mary: we begin by thinking that S as such is P, 
and this is seen to involve the particular, that any 
specific kind of S is P, and the singular, that each 
instance of S is P. This is the type of universal 
judgement which obtains in exact science. When 
we assert a property of a triangle, we assert it ordina­
rily in the illustrative case of an individual triangle 
which is also a triangle of a particular kind; but our 
assertion in no way rests either on its individual or 
on its particular features, but only on those which 
belong to it as a triangle; that is, the assertion is 
primarily made about triangles as such. 
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I I. In philosophical judgements, universal as they 
are, the same three elements are necessarily present; 
but none of these three types of structure will serv.e. 
Let us look at them in turn. 

Suppose a philosopher is in the act of making up 
his mind to a universal judgement, for example that 
acts are right in so far as they promote happiness. If 
this judgement were in the nature of a generalization, 
the procedure in forming it would be first to ob­
serve that many individual right acts promote happi­
ness, and then. to presume that their being right is 
either identical, or in some way specially connected, 
with their 'feIicific' p~operty. But no competent 
philosopher argues in this way, and with good reason; 
for since the concept in question is a philosophical 
one, the acts which he describes (no doubt correctly) 
as right may also be, for example, expedient or 
benevolent; and it may be this, rather than their 
rightness, that is connected with their promoting 
happiness. In short, to frame a universal judgement 
in philosophy by generalization from instances is to 
commit the fallacy of identified coincidents; and if 
the instances are so selected as to avoid that, the 
result will be the fallacy of precarious margins. 

Suppose, then, he proceeds as in empirical science: 
treats the concept as a genus, distinguishes its various 
species, and looks for the generic essence in the shape 
of something common to these speci~s and indiffer­
ently present in them all. Thus, trying to determine 
the general nature of knowledge, he might assume 
that anything which could be called' knowledge 



!If THE PHILOSOPHICAL JUDGEMENT: 

at all, however humble or elemental)T a kind of 
knowledge, could be relied upon to exhibit that 
general nature as well as any other. Philosophers 
as it were instinctively avoid this way of approaching 
a-question, because they feel that the full nature of 
anything is exemplified only in the highest forms of 
it; what is to be found in the lowest forms is not 
the generic essence in its completeness, but only the 
minimum form of it; and because the lmver in a 
scale of forms is in some sense opposed to the higher, 
they realize that a theory proceeding on this assump­
tion is likely to find itself maintaining that the highest 
forms of knowledge, morality, art, and so forth are 
not forms of knowledge and the like at all. 

Thirdly, suppose he begins by convincing himself 
that the concept with which he is dealing has certain 
attributes, and goes on by forcing these attributes 
upon every specification and every instance of it; 
for example, suppose he begins by deciding that 
action as such is the pursuit of the agent's own 
pleasure, and in the light of this universal proposi­
tion insists that a martyr going to the stake must be 
at bottom pursuing his own pleasure, though ad­
mittedly that is not the most natural account of his 
action. The reason why this procedure is bad philo­
sophy is that although a certain hedonistic ele~ent 
does run like a thread through every form of action, 
it plays different parts in different forms: in some 
it is a predominant motive, in others it is present 
only as something to be fought against. Any state­
ment about a generic concept which is true as 
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applied to one of its specific forms is likely to require 
modification before it can be applied to any other; 
without such modification it is likely to be not so 
much false as misleading, perverse, or wantonly 
paradoxical. 

12. In order to avoid these three fallacies it is 
necessary, not to look for a fourth way of arranging 
the three elements of the universal judgement, but 
to 'use all three methods at once, checking each by 
means of the others. All three types of structure are 
to be found in the philosophical judgement; what is 
not found is any sufficiency of one to the exclusion 
of the rest. In framing a philosophical judgement, 
therefore, we take up each aspect in turn, and reserve 
judgement on each until we are satisfied with all. 

Philosophy can and does, generalize, or assert of 
the concept as su~h what is found in its single in­
stances; but subject to the provision that, by itself, 
this is only a clue towards answering its question, 
not a substantive answer. Thus, examples seem to 
show that certain constant features appear in all 
works ot art; but this by itself does not answer 
the question whether they are features necessarily 
belonging to art as, such. 

Again, like empirical science, philosophy can and 
does argue that if different species of a concept agree 
in a certain respect this should be a feature belong­
ing to the generic essence; but this again gives only' 
clues, not substantive definitions; they must be 
checked by arranging the species in a scale and 
showing that the features of the generic essence 
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shine out more clearly as the scale reaches its cul­
mination. 

Lastly, philosophy like exact science aim.s at deter­
mining a priori the characteristics which belong of 
necessity to its concepts as such in their true uni­
versality. But in philosophy every statement of this 
kind is merely tentative until it has been verified by 
reference to the facts: a philosophical theory must 
show that what it claims as necessary in the concept 
is possible in every specification of the concept and 
actual in its instances. 

But we are already touching the frontier that 
separates the theory of judgement from the theory 
of inference; and the problems of method that have 
been briefly indicated in these paragraphs must await 
a fuller discussion until we come to consider the rela­
tion of philosophical reasoning to that of deductive 
and inductive science. 



VI 
PHILOSOPHY AS CATEGORICAL 

THINKING 

§ I 
1. IN order to assert a proposition in mathematics, 
it is not necessary to believe that the subject of dis­
course has any acty.al existence. We say that every 
square has its diagonals equal; but to say this we 
need not think that we have any acquaintance with 
actual squares. It is no shock to our geometrical 
knowledge to realize that the perceptible objects 
passing by that name are only approximately square, 
and that if by any chance-which is infinitely un­
likely-one of them did happen to be a true square, 
we could never tell it from the rest, and therefore 
could not base our geometrical knowledge on special 
study of it. 

Nor need we hold that, though in the perceptible 
world no squares are to be found, they exist in an in­
telligible world. That is a metaphysical conception 
fu}] of difficulties; a thing far harder to conceive than 
the notions of elementary geometry; a theory to 
which the Greeks were driven by reflection on their 
mathematical knowledge, but one which to the Greeks 
as a people, and to each of ourselves as individuals, 
came after a grounding in mathematics, not before it. 

What is necessary is not to believe that a square 
anywhere or in any sense exists, but to suppose it. 
Given a rough chalk diagram, we must be able to 

4033 I 
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suppose these broad and crooked marks to be straight lines, suppose these lines equal, and suppose each to be connected with its neighbours by a right angle. Vve can suppose what we know to be not the case; we can even suppose what we know to be impossible, whether accidentally, as we ·can suppose Napoleon to have won the battle of Waterloo, or inherently, as when we invite some one to 'suppose that a fairy gave you three wishes'. In mathematics we frame a supposition and then see what follows from it; this complex thought is called in logic a hypothetical proposition; and it is of such propositions that the body of mathematical knowledge is composed. Here I distinguish the body of mathematical knowledge from certain other things, necessary per­haps to its existence, but not part and parcel of it. For example, it mayor may not be necessary, in geometry, to perceive or imagine a figure; I do not ask whether it is or not; but if it is, this perceiving or imagining is only a conditio sine qua 110n of geo­metrical knowledge, not geometrical knowledge it­self. It mayor may not be necessary to understand certain logical principles according to which geo­metrical reasoning proceeds; if it is, the knowledge of these principles is not geometrica~ knowledge. If the reader distinguishes between mathematical know­ledge itself and all these accessories or conditions or concomitants of it, he will, I think, be satisfied that mathematics itself consists exclusively of hypo­thetical propositions. 
2. Empirical science notoriously deals not with 
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abstractions, but with facts; and therefore its uIli­
versa1 statements might be thought wholly devoid 
of this hypothetical element. And certainly, when a 
pathologist or bacteriologist talks of tuberculosis, he 
is talking of facts that are actual, of a disease that 
exists and from which people really die. But the 
scientist is not concerned simply with bare facts in 
all their multiform variety. He is also and especi­
ally concerned with a certain framework into which 
he fits them, groU-ping them round fixed points and 
treating these fixed points as foci of his thought. 
The frame,\vork is no doubt altered from time to 
time, at the suggestion of the facts themselves; 
there is no question 6f forcing the facts into a frame 
constructed altogether a priori j but without such 
a framework there is no science. Tuberculosis is 
not a name for all the infinite varieties of clinical 
phenomena which the tubercle bacillus can pro­
duce, it is the name of a specific disease or 'entity', 
a certain set of standard symptoms with a standard 
history, to which all these varieties more or less con­
form. The entity of tuberculosis is thus one fixed 
point in a framework, or system of medicine, into 
which the individual cases encountered in medical 
practice must be fitted. 

Now, just as a man, after plotting a number of 
observations on squared paper, may summarize 
their distribution by drawing a curve which repre­
sents their general tendency but need not pass 
through a single one of the points actually plotted, 
so the writer of a medical text-book may compose 
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the description of a standard case of a certain disease, 
bearing in mind the varieties which cases referred 
to that disease exhibit in clinical experience, but 
not describing any case that he has ever actually 
seen. And this description may be of service in the 
training of other physicians, even if they too never 
meet a case corresponding precisely, point by point, 
with the text-book. But the business of the text-book 
is to describe this or that disease, as an entity; there­
fore the individual cases, in so far. as they do not 
exactly correspond with the text-book description, 
are not exactly instances of the entity described: 
they are complicated cases, or abnormal case~, or in 
one way or another not true cases of the disease as 
described in the text-book. This is not because the 
text-book is a bad text-book; it is a necessary conse­
quence from the very notion of a specific disease; 
nor is it a peculiarity of medical science j it belongs to 
the ,logical structure of empirical science in general. 
There is no difference in this respect between the 
conception of a specific disease and the conception 
of a specific plant. 

It follows that the universal propositions laid down 
by empirical science have a hypothetical character 
not unlike that of mathematical propositions. The 
statement in a medical or botanical text-book that all 
cases of tuberculosis or all rosaceae have these and 
these characteristics, turns out to mean that the 
standard case has them; but it does not follow that 
the standard case exists; it may be a mere ens 
ration is ; and since that would not disturb the truth 
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of the original statement, it follows that the original 
statement was in intention hypothetical. 

As in exact science, so here in empirical, the body 
of knowledge must be distinguished from certain 
necessary or fortuitous accompaniments of it. The 
accurate observation and record of facts is most 
necessary to empirical science; and the propositions 
in which these facts are expressed are categorical: 
for example, that-the patient's temperature has been 
this or that at such and such a time. And the appli­
cation of scientific knowledge to individual cases 
involves another kind of categorical proposition: for 
example, that the patient is suffering from tuber­
culosis. But the body of scientific knowledge is 
expressed in propositions that are logically inter­
mediate between these two orders of categoricals, 
the statements of fact which are its data and the 
statements of fact which are its applications; and 
this body itself consists of hypothetical proposi­
tions. 

3. Philosophical thought differs in this respect 
both from mathematics and from empirical science. 
The body or substance of it is composed of propo­
sitions which instead of being merely hypothetical 
. are in essence and fundamental intention categorical. 

I hope in the sequel to satisfy the reader not only 
that this has been the view taken by philosophers 
themselves, but also that it follows necessarily from 
the hypothesis which we have agreed to explore. But 
before doing this I must shortly consider certain 
reasons which might induce him, on' encountering 
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the opinion just expressed, to reject it out of hand 
as an obvious error. 

First, we sometimes call a statement categorical, 
meaning only that it is made with conviction. In that 
sense, the proper place for categorical judgements is 
in connexion with subject-matters where it is either 
easy to arrive at the truth, or imperative to make up 
our minds even on evidence logically inadequate; 
but there is perhaps no subject in which truth is so 
hard to find as in philosophy, and it is a subject in 
which no practical urgency can excuse a hasty judge­
ment; it is therefore the Jast place in the world where 
we can afford to be, in that sense, categorical. All 
our judgements in philosophy should be peculiarly 
cautious, tentative, slowly formed, and expressed 
with all possible reserve and qualification. But I am 
using the word categorical in the logician's sense, not 
the popular sense just defined. The question I am 
discussing is what logical form philosophical know­
ledge would take if we could achieve it, not the 
question how easy it is to achieve. 

Se~ondly,a person who understands the essentially 
hypothetical nature of all scientific knowledge, and 
this is a conception with which most people in our 
time are familiar, naturally tends to think that the 
same is true of philosophy. It is a reasonable pre­
sumption that whatever is true of science is true of 
philosophy, and merely as a presumption it deserves 
all respect; but everyone admits that there are 
differences between them, and the subject of this 
essay is the general question what these differences 
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are. I must therefore ask the reader to approach 
this particuLar aspect of the question with an open 
mind. 

§ 2 

4. That the aim of philosophy is in the last resort 
to formulate its thought categorically, is a principle 
repeated by philosophers of all ,times in the most 
varied manners. Thus Plato, discussing the difference 
between dialectic and mathematics in a passage 
already quoted (Rep. 511 B), explains that whereas 
the starting-points of mathematical reasoning are 
mere hypotheses, dialectic demands for itself a 'non­
hypothetical starting-point' (apxiJ avu1ToOETOS). The 
question how Plato thought that this demand could 
be satisfied is full of difficulties and obscurities; but 
the purport of the demand itself is clear. 

Aristotle states the same principle in a way so 
different that we can hardly suppose him to be copy­
ing Plato. In the work which has given its name to 
the science of metaphysics, he defines his subject­
matter as reality or being (Met. 993 A 30: .q 'TTEpl rijs 
-" 0' 0 ' .,,, e ~ \" .s:") U117J etas f.wp,a, 1003 A 20: E1TW77JfL1] T'S 1] EWPf.' TO OV U OV • 

In modern times one might quote Rant's dictum 
that in a critique of pure reason 'anything in the 
nature of a hypothesis must be treated as contraband', 
or Hegel's declaration that the subject-matter of 
philosophy is no mere thought and no mere abstrac­
tion but die Saclze selbst. But obiter dicta cannot 
decide philosophical questions; indeed, if they could, 
there would be some plausibility in the notion that 
what we are discussing in philosophy is not die Sache 
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selbst but only thoughts, the thoughts that philo-
sophers have had about it. . 

5. More to the point than a collection of opinions 
would be a consideration of one famous argument 
which has stood in the forefront of metaphysical 
discussion for nearly nine hundred years: the Onto:' 
logical Proof. 

Plato had long ago laid it down that to be, and to 
be knowable, are the same (Rep. 476 E); and, in 
greater detail, that a thought cannot be a mere 
thought, b.!It must be a thought of something, and 
of something real (onos, Pann. 132 B). The neo­
Platonists had worked out the conception of God in 
the metaphysical sense of the word-a being of whom 
we can say est id quod est, a unity of existence and 
essence, a perfect being (pulcherrimu11l fortissi11lumque) 
such that nihil deo melius excogitari queat (the phrases 
are from Boethius, De Trinitate). 

Anselm, putting these two thoughts together, the 
original Platonic principle that when we really 
think (but when do we really think, if ever?) we 
must be thinking of a real object, and the neo-Platonic 
idea 'Of a perfect being (something which we can­
not help conceiving in our minds; but does that 
guarantee it more than a mere idea ?), or rather, 
pondering on the latter thought until he rediscovered 
the former as latent within it, realized that to think 
of this perfect being at all was already to think of 
him, or it, as existing. 

Divesting his argument of all specially religious 
or theological colouring, one might state it by saying 
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that thought, when it follows its own bent most 
completely and sets itself the task of thinking out 
the idea of an object that shall completely satisfy 
the demands of reason, may appear to be construc­
ting a mere ens rationis, but in fact is never devoid 
of objective or ontological reference. 

Anselm's argument, that in conceiving a perfect 
being we are conceiving a subject possessed of all 
positive predicate.!?! including that of existence, so 
that to think of this' is already to think of it as existing, 
is an argument open to objection on the logical 
ground that existence is not a predicate; but the 
substance of his thought survives all such objections, 
no less than it survives the baseless accusation that 
he was trying to argue from a mere thought to the 
existence of its object. He, was careful to explain 
that his argument applied, not to thought in general, 
but only to the thought of one unique object, id quo 
maim cogitari nequit ; the slightest acquaintance with 
writers like Boethius and Augustine is enough to 
show that he was deliberately referring to the 
absolute 'of neo':'Platonic metaphysics; and in effect 
his argument amounts to this, that in the special 
case of metaphysical thinking the distinction between 
conceiving something and thinking it to exist is a 

. distinction without a difference. 
So understood, Anselm's argument was by no 

means either ignored or rejected in the later Middle 
Ages; his successors, if they criticized it at all, did 
so either because they found difficuldes in its reli­
giOUS or theologic;I1 implications, or else because 
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they regarded its truth and certainty as being of an 
ultimate and fundaIJ?ental 'Sort that can only belong 
to some kind of axioms which precede and underlie 
all appeal to argument: a criticism whose validity 
cannot be here considered, since it belongs to a sub­
ject discussed in later chapters of this essay. 

Of all the legacy of medieval thought, no part 
was more firmly seized upon than the Ontological 
Proof by those who laid the foundations of modern 
thought. Descartes, the acknowledged father of 
modern philosophy, made it the mainspring of his 
syst~p1 ; -It was the Ontological Proof that gave him 
the power to move from the pin-point of momentary 
subjective consciousness to the infinite process of 
objective knowledge. Spinoza, who has been ac­
claimed as the purest representative of the realistic 
scientific spirit of the modern world, placed it even 
more prominently; and it remained the foundation­
stone of every successive philosophy until Rant, 
whose attempt to refute it-perhaps the only occa­
sion on which anyone has rejected it who really 
understood what it meant-was rightly regarded by 
his successors as a symptom of that false subjectivism 
and consequent scepticism from which, in spite of 
heroic efforts, he never wholly freed himself. With 
Hegel's rejection of subjective idealism, the Onto­
logical Proof took its place once more among the 
accepted principles of modern philosophy, and it 
has never again been seriously criticized. 

6. Students of philosophy, when once they have 
learnt that the Proof is not to be dismissed as a 
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quibble, generally realize that it proves something, 
but find themselves perplexed to say what exactly 
this is. Clearly it does not prove the existence of 
whatever God happens to be believed in by the per­
son who appeals to it. Between it and the articles 
of a particular positive creed there is no connexion, 
unless these articles can be deduced a priori from the 
idea of an ens realissimum. What it does prove is 
that essence involves existence, not always, but in one 
special case, the ca-se of God in the metaphysical 
sense: the Deus sive natura of Spinoza, the Good 
of Plato, the Being of Aristotle: the object of meta­
physical thought. But this means the object of philo­
sophical thought in geI1eral; for metaphysics, even 
if it is regarded as only one among the philosophical 
sciences, is not unique in its objective reference or 
·in its logical structure; all 'philosophical thought is 
of the same kind, and every philosophical science 
partakes of the nature of metaphysics, which is not 
a separate philosophical science but a special study 
of the existential asp'ect' of that same subject-matter 
whose aspect as truth. is studied by logic, and its 
aspect as goodness by ethics. 

Reflection on the history of the Ontological Proof 
thus offers us a view of philosophy as a form of 
thought in which essence and existence, however 
clearly distinguished, are conceived as inseparable. 
On this view, unlike mathematics or empirical science, 
philosophy stands committed to maintaining that its 
subject-matter is no mere hypothesis, but something 
actually existing . 

. . 
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7. It may further be shown that this doctril!e is 

deeply embedded in the whole fabric of the philo­
sophical sciences as they actually exist; so that it is 
impossible to engage, however slightly, in the study 
of logic, for example, or ethics, without committing 
oneself to the view that one is studying a subject­
matter that actually exists, and therefore aiming at 
a knowledge only expressible in categorical proposi­
tions. No proposed method of reforming these 
sciences, whether by changing their method or by 
redefining their subject-matter, will rid them of 
this· characteristic. 

Logic is concerned with thought as its subject­
matter. It has a double character. On the one hand 
it is descriptive, and aims at giving an account of 
how we actually think; on the other it is norma­
tive, and aims at giving an account of the ideal of 
thought, the way in which we ought to think. If 
logic were merely descriptive, it would be a psycho­
logy of thinking; like all psychology, it would ab­
stract from the distinction of thoughts into true and 
false, valid and invalid, and would consider them 
merely as events happening in the mind. In that case 
its purpose would be to provide a kind of anatomy or 
physiology of the understanding, and its aims, struc­
ture, and methods would conform on the whole to the 
pattern of empirical science. Throughout its long his­
tory logic has never-taken up this position. It has no 
doubt ignored the distinction between true and false 
judgement, but it has done this only in pursuance of 
its conception of itself as the theory of inference; the 
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distinction between valid and invalid reasoning it 
has never ignored. 

But neither is logic merely normative. A purely 
normative science would expound a norm or ideal 
of what its subject-matter ought to be, but would 
commit itself to no assertion that this ideal was any­
where realized. If logic were a science of this kind, 
it would resemble the exact sciences; it would in 
fact either be, or b~ closely related to, mathematics. 
The reason why it -can never conform to that pat­
tern is that whereas in geometry, for example, the 
subject-matter is triangles, &c., and the body of the 
science consists of propositions about triangles, &c., 
in logic the subject-ma:tter is propositions, and the 
body of the science c,onsists of propositions about 
propositions. In geometry the body of the science 
is heterogeneous with. its subject-matter; in logic 
they are homogeneous, and more than homogeneous, 
they are identical; for the propositions of which logic 
consists. must conform to the rules which logic lays 
down, so that logic is actually about itself; not about 
itself exclusively, but at least incidentally about itself. 

It follows that logic cannot be in substance merely 
hypothetical. Geometry can afford to be indifferent 
to the existence of its subject-matter; so long as it 
is free to suppose it, that is enough. But logic can­
not share this indifference, because, by existing, 
it constitutes an actually existing subject-matter to 
itself. Thus, when we say 'all squares have their 
diagonals equal', we need not be either explicitly or 
implicitly asserting that any squares exist; but when 
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we say 'all universal propositions distribute their 
subject', we are not only discussing universal pro­
positions, we are also enunciating a universal propo­
sition; we are producing an actual instance of the 
thing under discussion, and cannot discuss it without 
doing so. Consequently no such discussion can be 
indifferent to the existence of its own subject-matter; 
in other words, the propositions which constitute the 
body of logic cannot ever be in substance hypothe-. 
tical. A logician who lays it down that all universal 
propositions are merely hypothetical is showing a 
true' insight into the nature of science, but he is 
undermining the very possibility of logic; for his 
assertion cannot be true consistently with the fact 
of his asserting it. 

Similarly with inference. Logic not only discusses, 
it also contains, reasoning; and if a logician could 
believe that no valid reasoning anywhere actually 
existed, he would merely be disbelieving his own 
logical theory. For logic has to provide not only a 
theory of its subject-matter, but in the same breath 
a theory of itself; it is an essential part of its proper 
task that it should consider not only how other 
kinds of thought proceed, and on what principles, 
but how and on what principles logic proceeds. If 
it had only to consider other kinds of thought, it 
could afford to deal with its subject-matter in a 
way either merely normative or merely descriptive; 
but towards itself it can only stand in an atti­
tude that is both at once. It is obliged to produce, 
as constituent parts of itself, actual instances of 
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thought which realize its own ideal of what thought 
should be. 

Logic, therefore, stands committed to the prin­
ciple of the Ontological Proof. Its subject-matter, 
namely thought, affords an instance of something 
which cannot be conceived except as actual, some­
thing whose essence involves existence. 

8. Moral philosophy, by a different path, reaches 
the same goal. Lilf.G logic, it cannot be either merely 
descriptive or merely normative. Had it been merely 
descriptive, it would have contented itself with giving 
an account of the various ways in which people 
actually behave. Thi~ would have been a psycho­
logy or anthropology ot conduct, in which no account 
could have been taken of moral ideas and the con­
formity, or lack of conformity, to them which action 
displays. There is a science of this kind, and it has 
its place in the system of the empirical sciences; 
but it is not moral philosophy. 

Had it been merely normative, it would have set 
aside all question how people actually behave, and 
endeavoured to answer the question how they ought 
to behave. But people do not need, and would hot 
tolerate, such guidance from moral theorists. To 
decide how he ought to behave is the task of the 
agent himself; a task in which the moral theorist 
can help, if he can, only because he too is a moral 
agent, and the moral agent in his degree already a 
moral theorist. 

It would be better, combining a normative with a 
descriptive concepti~n, to define moral'philosophy 
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as giving an account of how people think they ought 
to behave. Here the facts and the ideals of conduct 
are alike included in the subject-matter; but the 
ideals might seem to be reduced to a mere new kind 
or order of facts. To correct this, it must be borne 
in mind that the question how people think is not in 
any philosophical science separable from the ques­
tion whether they think rightly or wrongly; and 
thus moral philosophy has to face the responsibility 
either of holding that people are always right when 
they think-they ought to do ·some act, or of insti­
tuting some kind of comparison and criticism of 
moral judgements. In the first alternative, the view 
is taken that the moral ideal already exists as an ideal 
in the minds of all moral agents; in the second, that 
it partially so exists, and more completely as (with 
or without help from moral philosophy) they try to 
think out more clearly what they believe their duties 
to be. In either case, the science is both normative 
and descriptive; it describes, not action as opposed 
to ideas about action, but the moral consciousness; 
and this it is forced to describe as already being in 
some sense what it ought to be. This in turn wiII 
affect the account which it gives of action; for no 
theory of moral ideals is conceivable which does not 
admit that to some extent moral ideas affect action. 

Quite apart, then, from any argument which might 
be directed to showing, perhaps legitimately, that 
the moral philosopher in describing virtue must him­
self, in his work as a thinker, display some at least 
of the virtues he describes-sincerity, truthfulness, 
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F erseverance, c~urage, and justice-it is clear that the 
moral ideal, which it is his business to conceive, can­
not be conceived as a mere thought wholly divorced 
from existence. Here too the Ontological Proof 
holds good: the subject-matter of ethical thought 
must be conceived as something whose essence in­
volves existence. 

§ 3 
9. "';Nithout consislering cases drawn from other 

philosophical sciences, I may now venture to state 
generally that the body of any philosophical science 
coasists of categorical propositions and not merely, 
as in the case of exact and empirical science, of 
hypothetical. This is not to deny that philosophical 
thought involves hypothetical elements. The hypo­
thetical judgements of science, as we have seen, 
involve various kinds of categorical judgements as 
accessories or conditions of their substantive being; 
and conversely if the body of philosophical know­
ledge consists of categorical judgements it must at 
least be surrounded, as it were, by a scaffolding of 
hypotheticals; I mean that, in order to decide that 
a certain theory is true, our affirmation of this theory 
must be supported by considering what the conse­
quences would have been, had any of the alternative 
theories been true. In this sense the working-out of 
conclusions from purely hypothetical premisses is a 
very necessary part of philosophical thinking, though 
a subsidiary ·part. 

But it is not enough to say that in science the 
body of knowledge }s hypothetical with subsidiary 

4033 K 
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categorical elements, and vice versa in philosophy; for 
in philosophy the relation between the two elements 
is more intimate than that contrast would imply. 
Just as the principle of concrete affirmation lays it 
down that the negative element in a philosophical 
assertion, so far from being a separate judgement, is 
a determining factor which gives point and precision 
to the significance of the affirmation, so the hypo­
thetical element, which I have described as a kind 
of scaffolding to the categorical body of thought, is 
re~lIy an integral part of that body itself, though a 
part subsidiary to the categorical. I need hardly add 
that the whole comprising these two parts is not an 
aggregate; for each is necessary to the other, and is 
what it is by virtue of its relation to the other. 

10. This view of philosophy as categorical think­
ing, even apart from its agreement with the pro­
nouncements of philosophers, its connexion with the 
argument of the Ontological Proof, and its verification 
in the actual procedure of the philosophical sciences, 
is a necessary consequence of the overlap of classes, 
and therefore follows from the hypothesis of the 
pre'>ent essay. Categorical and hypothetical are two 
species of judgement; according to the hypothesis, 
therefore, in non-philosophical judgements they wiII 
constitute separate classes, so that the universal 
judgements forming the body of science can be 
purely hypothetical; in philosophical judgements 
they will overlap, so that those forming the body of 
philosophy cannot be merely hypothetical but must 
be at the same time categorical. 
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This, however, states the position too simply; and 
if the reader will bear with me I will correct it. The 
concept of judgement is already a philosophical con­
cept, and therefore an overlap of its specific forms 
can never be wholly avoided. Even in science, there­
fore, the overlap exists; and this I have already 
recognized by showing that the purely hypothetical 
propositions forming the body of science involve 
certain categorical elements which are necessary to 
their being but form no part of their essence qua 
science; these arc, as it were, a solid structure of 
facts a!1d truths upon which the pliant body of 
scientific hypothesis leads a parasitic life. But in the 
case of philosophical Judgements the overlap be­
comes peculiarly intimate; the categorical element 
is no longer something external to the hypothetical, 
even if necessary to it; both elements alike are 
of the essence of philosophy as such. As before, 
what we find here is a peculiar fusion of logical 
elements which elsewhere are found either separate 
or united in a relatively loose and external way. If 
it is asked whether the distinction is that between a 
closer and a looser union, or that between absolute 
union and absolute separation, I may perhaps reply 
that in principle that question has been answered 
in discussing the idea of a scale of forms. 

I I. A complete theory of knowledge would have 
to go much further at this point. It would have to 
consider not only the formal distinction of philosophy 
from science, but the relation of each to the other 
as substantive bodies of knowledge. It would have 
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to ask whether the hypothetical element in philo­
sophy is identical with science itself, or '\vhether it is 
something peculiar to philosophy; and whether the 
categorical skeleton upon which are supported the 
hypothetical tissues of scientific thought proper is 
wholly or partly identical with philosophy. It would 
also have to discuss the theory of history, and the 
relation between the categorical singular judgement 
which composes the body of historical thought and 
the categorical universal of philosophy. But for the 
purposc- of this essay enough has been said about 
theological relation of the judgement when it has been 
shown that the philosophical judgement is in essence 
and substance categorical. 



VII 
TWO SCEPTICAL POSITIONS 

I. As in science and in history, so in philosophy the 
ideal of thought demands that no proposition be 
admitted into the body of knowledge except for 
sufficient reason, or, in logical terms, as the conclu­
sion of an inference. The question must therefore 
be raised: by what special kind of reasoning or 
inference are the propositions of philosophy estab­
lished? 

There are persons who think that this question 
admits of no answer; ··who believe, that is, that no 
such thing as constructive philosophical reasoning 
is possible. Like most sceptics, they do not adopt. 
this belief lightly; they are driven to it after serious 
thought, and their doubts deserve serious considera­
tion. They agree in disclaiming, whether for them­
selves merely, or for their own generations, or for 
the entire body of human thinkers everywhere and 
always, any philosophical doctrine supported by con­
structive philosophical argument; but beyond this 
they differ. Some deny that they have any philo­
sophical doctrine at all, and hold that philosophical 
reasoning is not constructive but critical, its function 
being solely to destroy false philosophies. Others 
claim to have a philosophical position, but think 
that the judgements that go to make it up are based 
not on philosophical arguments but on science or 
common sense. 
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§ I 

2. '1 do not know,' say the first of these, 'what 
the right answer to any philosophical question is ; 
but I think there is work to be done in showing 
that the answers usually given are wrong. And I 
can prove that one answer is wrong without claim­
ing to know that another is right; for my method is 
to examine the answers given by other people, and 
to show that they are self-contradictory. What is 
self-contradictory is, properly speaking, meaning­
less; what is meaningless cannot mean the truth; 
and therezqre by this method I can preserve a purely 
critical attitude towards the philosophy of others, 
without having any philosophy of my own. As 
to that, I neither assert nor deny its possibility; 

·1 merely, for the present, suspend judgement and 
continue my work of criticism.' 

A philosophy which defines its task in this way I 
propose to caU a critical philosophy, meaning by that 
a philosophy which sets out to be critical as opposed 
to constructive. A critical attitude, in this sense, 
differs from the attitude of abstract negation de­
scribed in the fifth chapter in the way in which in­
ference differs from judgement: to negate a view is 
simply to assert its falsity, to criticize it is to give 
reasons for this assertion. In using the term critical 
here I am inevitably suggesting a comparison with 
the Critical Philosophy of Kant; but what I have 
to say on this subject must not be understood as 
directed to Kant's address; for criticism, in his 
VIew, was not the whole of his philosophy; it is 
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directed rather at on~ of the various schools of 
thought which have divided Rant's inheritance. 

3., The merits of such an attitude need no em­
phasis. But it has defects of two kinds. First, it 
betrays a defect of temper. It is characteristic of 
acute and accomplished thinkers, used to studying 
closely the work of great writers, who have become 
disheartened and inclined to dismiss all philosophi­
cal thought as futile. This failure of heart is bound 
up 'with a failure of sympathy towards the writers 
whom they criticize. To study a philosophy with 
the avO\ved intention, not of asking how adequately 
it deals with its subject-matter, but solely of looking 
for 'inconsistencies in its logical form, implies a with­
drawal of interest froin that which most interested 
the author, the subject-matter, and a consequent 
alienation of sympathy fram him which makes it 
impossible to estimate his work fairly. Criticism of 
this kind will bear most hardly on writers who are 
genuinely grappling with the intricacies of a difficult 
problem, and, since the critic claims no knowledge 
of the subject-matter, they will get from him no 
credit for the insight which they have shown; it 
will be most lenient to those who, abandoning all 
attempt at profound or close study of the matter in 
hand, content themselves with a one-sided account 
of some partial aspect of it. Consequently criticism 
of this kind is not only based on a defective scale of 
values, but its judgements run grave risk of being 
inversely related to the merits of the authors judged; 
and even if that danger is averted its general temper, 

" ' 
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instead of being sympathetic, as good criticism should 
be, can hardly escape being superficial and to some 
extent frivolous. 

4. Defects of temper, I may be told, are irrele­
vant in philosophy, wh"ich, as the pursuit of truth, 
-cares only for logical values, not moral. So be it. 
The philosopher I am criticizing is no less open to 
criticism in his logic. He asserts that he has no philo­
sophical doctrine of his own; but this assertion is 
belied by his practice, which implies two things, each 
in effect a constructive philosophical position. 

He has" condemned the philosophies of other 
peopl~ for~-showing certain characteristics which, he 
thinks, are faults. This implies ~ conception of what 
a constructive philosophy should be, and the use of 
this conception as a standard by which to condemn 
existing philosophies. Now, the idea of a philosophy 
is itself a philosophical idea; and the critic who 
uses such an idea as a standard is under an obliga­
tion to state it and defend it against criticism. 

He has also a conception of what philosophical 
criticism should be; and this is a standard whose 
claims he thinks he can and does satisfy in his own 
philosophical practice. But this again is a philo­
sophical conception; and hence a philosophical 
critic is bound to give us his theory of philosophi­
cal criticism, and satisfy us by positive or construc­
tive argument that his principles are sound and that 
his practice faithfully follows them. 

Scepticism in this form, as in all its forms, is "in 
reality a covert dogmatism; it ~ontains positive 

r 
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theories of the nature, iuethod, and limitations of 
j.Jhilosophical thought, but disclaims their posses­
sion and conceals them from criticism. Hence it 
is both inconsistent, or false to its own professed 
principles, and-intentionally or unintentionally­
dishonest, because applying to others a form of 
criticism which in its own case it will not admit. 

§ 2 

5. A second forgl of scepticism agrees with the 
first in holding that philosophy cannot establish 
positive or constructive positions; but holds that 
we are not on that account necessarily ignorant of 
the right answers to philosophical questions. These 
answers are supplied, "it maintains, not by philo­
sophical argument but by science and common sense. 

For example: is there a material world? are there 
other minds beside my own ? Yes; common sense 
tells me that these things are so; philosophical 
thinking is neither needed to convince me of them, 
nor able to demonstrate them, if I am so foolish as 
to doubt them or so disingenuous as to profess a 
doubt I cannot feel. 

On the other hand, there are many questions, 
traditionally referred to philosophy for decision, 
which, because they cannot be decided by science or 
common sense, cannot be decided at all. Is there a 
God; shall we have a future life; what is the general 
nature of the universe as a whole? Because we do not 
know the answers to these questions independently 
of philosophizing, philosophy cannot give them. 
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What, then, is left for philosophy to do? It has no 
longer, as on the critical view, the function of con­
troverting error; for example, it does not demolish 
the false view that duty is merely expediency and 
leave us ignorant indeed but free from delusions; 
far, according to this vie'w, we know what duty is, 
and always did know; if anyone asks'what it is, we 
can reply 'it is what you and I and every one know 
it to be'. Nothing is left for philosophy except the 
task of analysing the knowledge we already possess: 
taking the propositions which are given by science 
and cOnurlon sense, and revealing their logical struc­
ture or 'showing what exactly ,ye mean when we 
say', for example, that there is a material world. 

6. Like the other, this form of scepticism is the 
fruit of much philosophical learning and labour; 
both ali~e are historical products of a study of the 
Critique of Pure Reason and the problems of which 
it is the classical discussion; both are worthy of 
respect and, as 'we shall see, within limits true. But 
the analytic view is hardly more defensible than the 
critical. 

If a person holding a view of this type were asked 
to state his philosophical position, he would probably 
begin by stating a series of propositions belonging 
to the sphere of common sense, which some philo­
sophers have, wrongly as he thinks, questioned or 
denied. I But the task of philosophy, on this view, 

[ I think that Professor G. E. Moore takes this line in his 
'Defence of Common Sense' {Contemporary British Philosophy, 
vol. ii, pp. 193 seqq.)j for here, on pp. 195-6, he states a proposi-
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is to analyse such propositions as these; and con­
sequently a philosopher holding this view would 
presumably describe as part of his philosophical 
position not only the data of analysis, the propositions 
of common sense, such as 'this is a human hand', 
but the results of analysis, such propositions as 
'there is a thing, and only one thing, of which it is 
true both that it is. a human hand 2.nd that this sur­
face is a part of its surface'. But the analytic view 
of philosophy implies a third class of propositions: 
neither the data of analysis (the common-sense pro­
positions to be analysed), nor its results (the proposi­
tions into which these are resolved), but the principles 
according to which it.proceeds; some of them logical, 
such as that a complex proposition can be divided 
up into two or more simple ones, some metaphysical, 
such as (to take one involved in the above instance) 
that sense-data are not mental entities which some­
how represent physical objects, but are actually parts 
of physical objects. 

The analytic philosopher, invited to state his 
philosophical position, would perhaps include in the 
statement propositions of all these three classes. But, 
on such a view of philosophy, it is not quite clear 

tion which on p. 207 he caUs the first point in his philosophical 
position; and the gist of this proposition, which I venture to 
abbreviate-it is nearly 200 words long-is as follows: Many 
other human beings beside myself have frequently known, mu­
tatis mutandis, what I know when I say such things as, I am a 
human being, or, the mantelpiece is nearer to me than the book­
case. I suppose Professor M,oore to think that this proposition 
is vouched for by common sense. 
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that data, results, and principles have an equal right 
to be included. The data of analysis are only the 
subject-matter upon which philosophical thought 
excrcises itself, as logic may exercise itself on pro­
positions made (for example) by a botanist. That 
all oaks arc dicotyledonous is not a part of logical 
theory; the logician is not, as a logician, called upon 
either to assert it or deny it. He merely studies its 
logical structure. Hence, if the philosopher's task 
is neither to attack nor to defend the statements 
of common sensc, but only to analyse them, such a 
statement • as 'there arc other human beings ,vith 
expe~ienccs like my own' cannot be a part of his 
philosophical position; it is only an example of the 
things about which he philosophizes; and to think 
of it as an clement in his philosophical position is to 
relapse into that very view of philosophy as criti­
cizing or corroborating common sense against which 
this theory is expressly in revolt. 

The results of analysis would seem to be in the 
same case. For the analysis of a common-sense 
proposition states what exactly that proposition 
means; and if the datum of analysis is a common­
sense proposition, its result, being identical with it 
in meaning, is a common-sense proposition also. 

The one class of propositions which beyond any 
doubt ought to be included in the analytic philo­
sopher's statement of his position is that which 
comprises the principles on which analysis proceeds. 
These principles constitute a theory concerning 
the nature and method of philosophy; this is a 
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philo~ophical theory, and a constructive one; and, 
therefore, whatever else the analytical philosopher 
ought to tell us when asked to state his philosophical 
position, it is clear that his first duty is to expound 
these. Yet he, like the critical philosopher, not only 
neglects this duty but makes a merit of neglect­
ing it and asserting that he has no constructive or 
systematic theory of his own. 

7. That exponents of this view ought not to 
neglect the duty of examining or even stating their 
own principles is admitted by some of themselves. 
Dr. L. S. Stebbing,in a recent paper on 'The Method 
of Analysis in Metaphysics' (Proceedings of the Aris­
totelian Society, 1932~3, pp. 65-94), reminds us that 
the analytic method has been much used by well­
known philosophers in this country for over twenty 
years, but that none of them has· 'seen fit to raise' 
the questions upon what presuppositions it rests and 
whether they can be justified Cp. 75). In raising these 
questions Dr. Stebbing claims (and justly, so far as 
my acquaintance with the previous literature goes) to 
be breaking new ground. But although in the paper 
quoted there is an attempt to state these presupposi­
tions, it is admitted that 'nearly all the great philo­
sophers of the past' have implicitly denied them 
Cp. 66), and no attempt is made to rebut these implicit 
denials or to offer the smallest reason why the assump­
tions should be granted. It is even admitted tliat 'so 
far from being certainly justified, [they] are not even 
very plausible' Cp. 92) and the strongest argument in 
favour of any is that 'I see no reasons against it'. 
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Here again, therefore, the conclusion must be that analytical philosophy, like critical philosophy, is a method resting on principles; that these principles constitute or imply a constructive philosophical posi­tion, and that the one indisputably philosophical task which exponents of the analytic method have imposed upon themselves is the task of expounding and justi­fying this position. But a great part of the attraction of the analytic me~hod lies in its claim to have done away with the old idea of constructive philosophy; and the only comment which can now be made on that claim: is that analytic philosophy does indeed involve a constructive philosophical doctrine, but, true to its character as a form of scepticism, declines the task of stating it. 

8. It may be replied that these principles, even if never openly stated and defended against criticism, are nevertheless, in the working of the analytic method, justified by their results. But, in the first place, the exponents of that method are eager to assure us that its results are very modest: that it can never solve any of the problems which have been in the past­and by most people are in the present-regarded as the main problems of philosophy: that, in short, the prospect opened by the method 'seems at first sight disappointing' (Russell, Our Knowledge of the External World, p. 27). And secondly, our only reason for accepting these results is that we accept the method which yields them. An argument to persuade us that people think or act in certain ways can be tested a posteriori; if they do so act or think, the argument 
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is to that extent confirmed. But an argument to 
persuade us that when we say 'this is a human hand' 
we mc:m 'there is a thing, and only one thing, of 
'",hich it is true both that it is a human hand and 
that this surface is a part of its surface' is an argu­
ment which points to no new fact and therefore 
cannot be verified by any a posteriori test. 

9. Both these sceptical theories, therefore, break 
do\'m under examination, and both for the same 
reason. Each disclaims a constructive philosophy; 
each claims to possess, not a body of doctrine, but 
only a method: not a method of reaching positive 
philosophical conclusions, but a method of doing 
something else-in the.one case, of demolishing false 
philosophies, in the other, of deciding what exactly 
we mean when we make a statement. They both 
fail to recognize that methods imply principles, and 
systematic methods, systematic principles; and that 
their professed scepticism is merely a veiled claim 
to exempt these principles from criticism or even 
from explicit statement, while assuming their truth 
and sufficiency. While this state of things continues, 
it cannot be allowed that the critical or analytic 
philosopher, however much we may value him as a 
commentator or critic of the philosophy of others, 
has even begun the task of formulating a philosophical 
position or programme of his own. 

10. These two theories of the scope and method 
of philosophy have been examined on their merits, 
and shown to transgress the rules laid down by 
themselves; but they might have been rejected after 
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a much shorter examination. Each is in conflict 
with the first principle of philosophical method 
whose statement was the task of this essay's second 
chapter; and had the writer been willing to pre­
sume on the reader's assent to that principle, the 
criticism would have gone as follows. 

The critical view assumes that an argument can 
be destructive without being constructive. This 
implies that constructive and destructive arguments 
are two species of a genus; and in that case our 
first principle tells us that in philosophy they will 
overlap, and may overlap to any extent; in other 
words, a philosopher developing a purely destruc­
tive argument is sure to be 'committing himself, 
consciously or unconsciously, to a constructive posi­
tion, and his only choice is whether this position 
shall be explicitly and critically 'developed or sur­
reptitiously assumed. 

The analytical view assumes that there is not only 
a distinction, which would be willingly conceded, 
but a difference between knowing that this is a table 
and knowing what I mean when I say that it is a 
table. Asserting a proposition and analysing it are 
species of a genus which is defined I as 'the atti­
tude adopted towards' the proposition. But if in 
the case of philosophy the species of a genus overlap, 
asserting and analysing, however distinct, cannot in 

1 W. E. Johnson, Logic, i. 6. Johnson does not there include 
analysing among the attitudes he enumerates, but I imagine that 
the text fairly represents the position as conceived by the school 
of thought I am discussing. 
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philosophy be separated; and a philosopher, invited 
to affirm or deny a given proposition, retains the right 
to say '1 cannot tell whether I think this proposi­
t!on true or false until I understand what it means'. 
This is how traditional philosophy has always replied 
to invitations of this kind; and the whole conten­
tion of the analytic school is that, in so replying, it has 
been the victim of a confusion between assertion and 
analysis. It must by now be clear that the confusion 
exists solely in thc;-mind of the analytic philosopher 
who is arguing that, because the traditional philo­
sopher says 'I cannot do A withqut doing R', he is 
failing to distinguish A and R, when in reality he 
is distinguishing them and refusing to separate 
them. In short, the traditional procedure is sound, 
and the advocate of analysis is not so much attempt­
ing to reform philosophical method as quarrelling 
with it for being philosophical. 

This method of criticism has not been adopted, 
because although the reader, by the terms of our 
compact made in the second chapter, has agreed to 
accept these principles as hypotheses and to see 
where they lead us, he has a right to demand that 
on such a journey our position should be checked 
from time to time by asking how the conclusions 
derived from the original assumptions tally with 
results otherwise obtained. It is easy to begin an 
argument with assumptions containing some small 
error which, as the argument proceeds, multiplies 
itself at every step; and it is an elementary precau­
tion against this danger, to demand that the initial 

4033 L • 
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assumption shall be constantly verified by such cross­reference. This principle is especially important in philosophical argument because, as the preceding chapter has contended, philosophical thought knows no mere assumptions, and therefore cannot pro­ceed on the principle that the truth or falsity of its initial hypotheses is a matter of indifference. It was therefore desirable to show that these two sceptical positions were not only to be condemned as inconsistent with our agreed hypothesis, but could be proved fallacious by their own standards. Such verification_ of our original assumption may encour­age the reader to persevere in the task of working out its consequences, and also foreshadows the view of philosophical reasoning which will be stated in the following chapter. When that has been done, we shall see that the two theories criticized in this chapter are both in a sense justified as expressing some part of the truth, although by denying the rest they reduce this partial truth to error. 



, 

VIII \ 
DEDUCTION AND INDUCTION 

§ I 
I. IN considering the nature of philosophical in­
ference it is convenient to begin by asking 'is it 
deductive or inductive?' This implies comparing 
it with the deductive reasoning of exact science and 
the inductive re,asoning of empirical; and this 
I shall try to do, subject to the warning given in 
the first chapter (§ 2. 6) that my business is not to 
ask how reasoning is actually done in exact or em­
pirical science, but how it ought to be done in 
philosophy. ' --

Three things can be distinguished in all inference: 
the data from which we argue, the principles accord­
ing to which we argue, and the conclusions to which 
we argue. In exact science the data are supposi­
tions: for example, that ABC is a right-angled 
triangle. The principles are'the so-called axioms: 
for example, that if equals be added to equals the 
sums will be equal. The conclusions are inferred in 
the sense of being demonstrated, that is, shown 
to follow with perfect logical rigour from the data 
according to the principles. 

2. The axioms necessary to an exact science con­
sist, it would seem, of two kinds. First, there are 
axioms belonging properly not to the body of that 
science, but to logic: these are the principles accord­
ing to which demonstration as such must always 

\ 
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proceed. Secondly, there are others belonging to 
the science itself: in Euclid, for example, that two 
straight lines cannot enclose a space. 

The first or logical axioms are necessary to science, 
but they are not part of science. They are necessary 
to it in the sense that unless they were true the 
science could not take a single step in advance; so 
that although they may be called its presuppositions, 
they are not mere suppositions. They are not part 
of it because they belong to logic, and the success 
of the science which presupposes them does not in 
turn confirm them. To confirm or to question them 
is the business of logic. The argument of exact 
science moves from these axioms in an irreversible 
direction, and hangs with its whole weight from them 
as from a fixed point. 

The second or special axioms form part of the 
science, but a peculiar part. According to the older 
view of exact science, they are known to be true, 
but have the character-admittedly anomalous in 
an exact science-of not requiring demonstration. 
They are self-evident, or known to be true without 
being proved; not only is it possible t~ see their 
truth -in this way (for demonstrable truths can 
sometimes be seen, by a rather mysterious kind of 
intuition, to be necessarily true, although we can 
at the moment see no proof of them) but it is 
the only way in which their truth can be seen; 
they do not admit of any demonstration whatever. 
Thus the certainly true propositions forming the 
body of an exact science fall into two classes: 
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the indemonstrable, or, special axioms, and the 
demonstrable, or conclusions. 

The main lines of this view are not, for our pur­
poses, affected if it is maintained that the special 
axioms are not known to be true, but only assumed. 
The logical axioms cannot be merely assumed, for 
(as was shown in the sixth chapter) a philosophical 
proposition must always be categorical; we cannot 
think as if the principles of thinking were true, for 
if they were not true we should not be thinking. 
But the special axioms may be regarded as mere 
assumptions; and in that case we shall have to 
say that the entire body of the science consists of 
assumptions, but that these fall into two classes: 
primary or fundamental assumptions, the so-called 
special axioms, and secondary or derivative assump­
tions, the so-called conclusions. 

3. In either case the argument has a property 
which I shall describe by saying that it is irrever­
sible. The conclusions are logically dependent on 
the axioms; ('ere is no reciprocal dependence of the 
axioms on the conclusions: our attitude towards 
the axioms is in no way affected by the discovery 
that they lead to these particular results; on, the 
contrary, it is only because we accept the axioms 
first, that we accept the conclusions to which they 
lead. 

This irreversibility is a necessary attribute of exact 
, science: it can only argue forwards, from principles 
to concltisions, and can never turn round and argue 
backwards, from conclusions to principles, whether 
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these are understood as special principles peculiar 
to itself and forming part of its own body, or general 
principles belonging to the body of logic. To guard 
against a misunderstanding, it may be remarked that 
though the argument of an exact science can never 
be reversible in respect of its principles, it may be 
and generally is reversible in respect of its data; 
given the axioms, which are equally necessary in 
both cases, we can argue either that because the 
sides are equal the angles at the base are equal, or 
that because the angles at the base are equal the 
sides are equal. 

§2 
4. In its demand for close and cogent reasoning, 

philosophy resembles exact science. Each alike 
works on the principle that no conclusions may be 
asserted for which valid and sufficient reason can­
not be given. It is natural, ~herefore, that in its 
inferential methods philosophy should present cer­
tain analogies with mathematics; but it does not 
follow that the methods are, or ever can be, identical 
at every point. 

One necessary difference is that the division of 
axiom~ into those belonging to the science in ques­
tion, and those belonging to logic, disappears. Logic 
is a branch of philosophy, and not a branch separ­
able from the others; even if a person investigating 
a problem in ethics could afford to say 'this point 
in my problem I can entirely leave on one side, for 
it is a logical·point, not an ethical one', the question 
would merely be deferred, for the philosopher as 
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such is obliged to study)ogic sooner or lateL -Con­
sequently, whereas other sciences can neglect their 
own logical presuppositions, philosophy cannot; and 
therefore it has not two kinds of axioms, but only 
one, namely the kind that form a part of its own 
body. 

5. But there is a second difference. The axioms 
of philosophy, because they are philosophical pro­
positions, must be categorically asserted; they can­
not be mere assumptions. This would seem to imply 
that they are self.,.evident propositions, forming the 
first principles of an irreversible deductive system of 
thought. Is such a view tenable? 

If anyone has ever held it, one would expect to 
find it in the works of.~b-e great mathematician-philo­
sophers of the seventeenth century; for probably no 
one has ever had such motives or such qualifications 
for introducing mathematical methods into philo­
sophy as Descartes and his successors. 

6. When Descartes, dissatisfied with the results of 
all systematic thinking before his own day, resolved 
to begin again from the beginning, he did not ex­
plicitly 9.istinguish the case of philosophy from 
that of the other sciences; and, as has been alr~ady 
pointed out in the first chapter, the method on 
which he undertook to work in the future was to be 
applied to all three branches of knowledge-meta­
physics, natural science, and mathematics-without 
distinction, although it was admittedly a method 
derived from mathematics. Ostensibly, therefore, 
Descartes would seem an example, for good or ill, 



156 DEDUCTION AND INDUCTION 

of mathematical method applied to philosophy. But 
when we forget his theory of method and turn to 
his practice, we find that, when actually engaged 
in philosophical work, Descartes was far too good 
a philosopher to neglect the necessary differences 
between philosophical and mathematical reasoning. 

His first principle, '1 think, therefore 1 am', is 
neither a self-evident truth nor an assumption. 
Although a starting-poin~ for all his metaphysical 
reasoning, it is a.ctually established, in the passage 
where he first enunciates it, by a proof; and it ap­
pears on analysis that this is a proof of the peculiar 
kind to which Kant was later to give the name of a 
transcendental deduction. Convinced that a great 
part of our fancied knowledge is error, Descartes 
has set himself the task of challenging it in detail, 
and doubting everything dubitable. '1 soon ob-

. served', he continues, 'that, determined as I was to 
think everything false, it was absolutely necessary 
that I who thought this should be something. lI 

In Kantian language, the principle cogito ergo sum 
is in this passage transcendentally deduced, that is, 
shown to be the condition on which experience as it 
actually exists, in this case the experience of syste­
matic'doubt, is alone possible.:: If 1 did not exist as 

1 Discours de la Metltode, quatrienze partie, ad init. 'Mais aussi­
tot apres je pris garde que, pendant que je voulais ainsi penser 
que tout etait faux, it faUait necessairement que moi qui le pen­
sais fusse quelque chose.' 

: Cf., e.g., Kritik d. r. Vernunft, Tram. Anal., ch. ii, § 14, 
'Obergang zur trans. Ded. der Kat.', A 93, B I26: 'foIgIich 
wird die objektive Giiltigkeit der Kategorien, als Begriffe a 
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a thinking being, I could not doubt. Even doubt of 
my own existence is therefore a guarantee of my 
existence. Whatever Descartes's explicit theory of 
philosophical method may have bEen, here in prac­
tice he shows an entirely just s~nse of the difference 
between that and mathematical. 

It would be doing Descartes an injustice to suggest 
that he himself was blind to this fact. His explicit 
programme, as laid down in the Discours, no doubt 
recognized only one method pour bien conduirti sa 
raison et chercher la viriti dans les sciences, and con­
tained no hint that there might be a peculiar method 
appropriate to the peculiar problems of philosophicaJ 
thought. A reader would naturally infer that his in­
tention was to assimil~te the method of philosophy 
in every particular to that of mathematics; but when 
this inference was actually drawn, and a correspon­
dent, some years later, invited him to state his views· 
on certain metaphysical questions selon la methode 
des geometres, en laquelle vous etes si bien verse, Des­
cartes answered by acceding to the request, and thus 
providing Spinoza with his model for a body of 
priori, darauf beruhen, dass d,lrch sie allein Erfahrung (der 
Form des Denkens nach) moglich sei.' The same method applies 
to principles: A 148-9. B 188: 'Grunpsatze a priori fiihren die­
sen Namen nicht bloss deswegen, weil sie die Griinde anderer 
Urteile in sich enthalten (i.e. are starting-points for reasoning) 
sondern auch weil sie selbst nicht in hoheren und allgemeineren 
Erkenntnissen gegriindet sind (i.e. cannot be deductively demon­
strated). Diesc Eigenschaft iiberhebt sie doch nicht allemal cines 
Beweises ... (this necessary proof is obtained) aus den subjek­
tiven Quellen der Moglichkeit einer Erkenntnis des Gegenstandes 
iiberhaupt. 
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philosophical doctrine ordine geometrico demonstrata, but at the same time remarking that in one way the method is ill suited to metaphysics, where, quite othenvise than in mathematics, 'the chief difficulty is to conceive the first notions clearly and distinctly'. I 7. The full magnitude of that difficulty may not have been realized until Kant awoke from his dog­matic slumber; but it was never wholly overlooked by the great successors of Descartes, who always interpreted his precepts in the light of his practice. The 'geometrical method' of Spinoza differs from the method of geometry in the very point to which Descartes had called his correspondent's attention. As if t9 emphasize his own recognition of this point, Spinoza has packed the whole of Anselm's Ontologi­cal Proof, as restated by Descartes, into what pur­ports to be his 'first definition', the opening sentence of the Ethics. When he writes: 'By cause of itself I understand that whose essence involves existence, and whose nature cannot be conceived except as existing,'2 he is doing something very different from defining his terms more geometrico. His statement is not a definition but a theorem: a philosophical posi­tion, and, as he well knew, an arguable and argued position. 
Leibniz does the same. In the epigrammatic 

I Deu:~iemes objectio1ls (CEuvres, ed. Simon, p. 160); Reponses aux deuxiemes objections (ibid., p. 182). 
• Ethics, part I, def. 1. 'Per carlSam sui intelligo id cuius essentia involvit existentiam, sive id cuius natura non potest concipi nisi existens.' 
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brevity of the Monadology he begins with two 
clauses having the appearance of a definition and 
an axiom, and together stating the conception of an 
unextended and indivisible substance ;I but Leibniz 
knew, and trusted his readers to remember, that this 
was a conception which raised many of the most 
ancient and disputed problems in philosophy, and 
that he, like Spinoza, was beginning his treatise not 
by defining his terms like a mathematician but by 
laying down a whole metaphysical system in a nut­
shell, and not by E!ating a self-evident axiom but by 
affirming a highly controversial theorem. 

8. 'iVhen, therefore, Kant laid it down that philo- . 
sophy could contain no axioms, and that its first 
principles required proof, but proof of a special kind; 
when he attacked in principle and in detail the use 
of mathematical methods in philosophy, and con­
cluded that they could lead to nothing but 'houses 
of cards'::; when Hegel, following Kant's lead, 
pointed out that philosophy was in the peculiar 
position of being obliged to justify its own starting­
point; those contentions were not new: they were 
familiar to the great mathematicfll philosophers of 

I '(I) La Monade, dont nous parlons ici. n'est autre chose 
qu'une substance simple qui entre dans les composes; simple, 
c'est-a-dire sans parties. 

'(2) Et i1 faut qu'il y ait des substances simples, puisqu'il y 
a des composes; car le compose n'est autre chose qu'un amas 
.ou aggregatum des simples.' 

, K.R.v. A 727. B 755. '!ch werde ... zeigen ... class cler 
Messkunstler, nach seiner Methocle, in cler Philosophie nichts als 
Kartengebliucle zustande bringe.' 
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the seventeenth century, as they have always been 
to all competent philosophers; and if in their actual 
practice the Kantians to some extent departed 
from the method used by the Cartesians, taking more 
pains to avoid the dangers of a too close assimilation 
of philosophical thought to mathematical, they were 
only insisting on differences which the Cartesians, 
though they may have overlooked them in theory, 
had never wholly ignored, even though they may 
have missed some of their implications, in practice. 

§ 3 
9. But w.hat can be meant by saying that philo­

sophy. must justify its own starting-point? Plainly 
it cannot mean that, before the work of substantive 
philosophy can begin, there must be a preliminary 
philosophy charged with the task of justifying its 
principles. That would be to support the world on an 
elephant, and the elephant on a tortoise: a procedure 
which, as Kant came to see, is not adequately ex­
plained by calling the elephant Metaphysics and the 
tortoise a Critical or Transcendental Propaedeutic. 
If the first principles of philosophy are to be justified, 
they must be justified by that philosophy itself. 

This can be done only if the arguments of philo­
sophy, instead of having an irreversible direction from 
principles to conclusions, have a reversible one, the 
principles establishing the conclusions and the con­
clusions reciprocally establishing the principles. But 
an argument of this kind, in which A rests on Band 
B rests reciprocally on A, is a vicious circle. Are 
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we to conclude that philosophy is in the dilemma 
of either renouncing this characteristic function 
and conforming to the irreversible pattern of exact 
science, or else losing all cogency in a circular argu­
ment? 

ID. The solution of the dilemma lies in a feature 
of philosophical thought to which I have already 
referred more than once: the Socratic principle that 
philosophical reasoning leads to no conclusions which 
we did not in some sense know already. Every 
school of philosophical thought has accepted this 
principle, recognizing that philosophy does not, like 
exact or empirical science, bring us to know things 
of which we were simply ignorant, but brings us to 
know in a different '\Yay things which we already 
knew in some way; and indeed it follows from our 
own hypothesis; for if the species of a philosophical 
genus overlap, the distinction between the known 
and the unknow.p., which in· a non-philosophical 
subject-matter involves a difference between two 
mutually exclusive classes of truths, in a philo­
sophical subject-matter implies that we may both 
know and. not know the same thing; a paradox which 
disappears in the light of the notion of a scale of 
forms of knowledge, where coming to know means 
coming to know in a different and better way. 

Establishing a proposition in philosophy, then, 
means not transferring it from the class of things 
u'nknown to the class of things known, but making 
it known in a different and better way. For example, 
it is a relatively bad way of knowing a thing if we 
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merely observe that it is so but do not understand why it is so; a better way of knowing it would be by observation and understanding together; and if by seeing certain facts in the light of certain principles we come to understand the facts and at the same time to have visible confirmation of the principles, this is a gain to our knowledge both of the principles and of the facts. 

I I. Here philosophical thought shows a contrast with that of the exact sciences. Our knowledge that the square on the hypotenuse is equal to the sum of the squares on the other two sides depends (I speak for myself) on the proof. There are cases, as I have already remarked, in which we intuitively appre­hend tbe conclusion without any proof; but nor­mally the proof is our only source of assurance that the conclusion. is true. In philosophy this is not so; we know this normally without any proof at all; and the service which the proof does for us is not to assure us that it is so, but to show us why it is so, and thus enable us to know it better. 
Even the most ostentatiously deductive philo­sophical system, therefore, for example that of Spinoza, can never be deductive in the sense in which geometry is deductive. Spinoza did not wait for the knowledge that 'he will be rejoiced who imagines what he hates to be destroyed' until he had con­structed the proof given in his Ethics (Ill, prop. xx). On the contrary, he knew that, and perhaps all the other substantive propositions contai~ed in the Ethics, before he ever conceived the idea of welding 
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them into a system, or inventing proofs for them 
derived from a small nu~ber of first principles. The 
effect of constructing his ethical system, and this is 
true of philosophical systems in general, is to ex­
hibit as a reasoned and ordered whole of inter­
connected knowledge what was already in substance 
known before the work of philosophizing began. 

12. If philosophy differs from exact science in this 
way-the anticipation, as we may call it, of its con­
clusions by an experience that possesses them in 
substance before its reasoning begins-other differ­
ences will follow: the chief being that in philosophy 
,the conclusions can be checked by comparing them 
with these anticipations, and that by this checking 
the principles at workjn the reasoning can be veri 
fied. If this is so, the direction of the argument }n 
respect of principles and conclusions is rever,i15le, 
each being established by appeal to the other, but 
this is not a vicious circle, because the w9rd estab­
lished here means raised to a higher grade of know­
ledge: what was a mere observation (is now not 

( 
merely observed but understood; what was a merely 
abstract principle is verified by appeal to facts. 

This conception of philosophy, as reaffirming a 
knowledge already possessed in substance before 
we began to philosophize, raises certain diffic~lties, 
and requires certain modifications and developJ~nts 
before it can be regarded as reasonably secure; but 
in the meantime its chief implication for the theor~ 
of inferential method in philosophy may be sum I 
marized as follows. 
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If the substance of philosophical knowledge is 

known to us, however dimly and confusedly, b,efore 
philosophical reasoning begins, the purpose of that 
reasoning can only be to present it in a new form ; 
and this will be a reasoned form, that is, the form 
of a system constructed according to certain prin­
ciples. The philosopher who unfolds such a system 
is not spinning a web of ideas from the recesses of 
his own mind; he is expressing the results of his own 
experience and that of other people in a reasoned and 
orderly shape; and at every step in his argument, 
instead of asking one question only, as in exact 
science, nl1mely 'What follows from the premisses?' 
he has to ask another as well: 'Does that conclusion 
agree with what we find in actual experience?' This 
test is therefore an essential part of philosophical 
reasoning, and any argument whose conclusion can­
not be subjected to it is philosophically defective. 

§4 
13. This' has tak~n us a long way from the con­

ception of philosop~y as a deductive science. As we 
now see it, the argument of a philosopher no longer 
hangs with its whole weight on the starting-point, 
it is supported throughout its texture by cross­
references to experience. Is it, then, in the last 
resort, based on facts? Is philosophy nothing but a 
theory based on observation and experience, in short, 
an empirical sCience? In order to answer this ques­
tion, we must consider what is meant by inference 
in empirical science. 
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Inductive reasoning' seeks to establish universal propositions through I an examination of indivi­dual facts. These facts are the data; the universal propositions are the conclusions; and there are also principles according to which the argument proceeds. The data are empirically known by -per­ception or the historical record of perception in the past. The conclusion, at the beginning of the process, must already be present in the form of an hypothesis, to be tested by bringing it into relation with the data. i\~Jirst it is put forward merely as a possibility; the aim of the process is to -convert it into a probability, the more probable the better. It may become so highly probable as to be, for prac­tical purposes, a certainty; but there is a line sepa­rating even the highest probabili;r: from certainty in the proper sense of that word, and ,this line the hypo­theses of inductive reasoning can rlever cross. This answers the question what, in eJipirical s.eience, is meant by the word establish; it eans, to' establish as probable. / 

The data, on the contrary, b gin bY~' eing certain, and never become anything else. T e inductive process adds nothing to this certainty, and t~kes nothing away from it: it rests entirely ori"pbserva­tion. It is true that errors of oBservation oc~r, and that a conflict between a supposed obserVa.tion and an established induction may lead us to cor~ct such an error; but if the conflict persists there can be no question which must give way to the other. The business of the induction is to conform with 
4033 M 
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the facts; they in no sense depend upon it, it depends 
upon them. 

14. The principles of induction, like those of 
exact science, are of two kinds. Some of them are 
purely logical principles, which begin by being cer­
tain and can never become either more or less so as 
induction proceeds. Others, when we come to con­
sider them, prove to be not only assumptions but 
assumptions having little or no inherent plausibility; 
the most we can say for them is that they are not 
known to be untrue, and that it is expedient to 
assume them. Of these two kirids of principles, 
the first _tire logically presupposed by all induction 
whatever; they therefore cannot be established by 
inductive reasoning. Nor, in any case, could an in­
ductive argument suffice to establish them; for being 
logical principles they must be categoric"allyaffirmed, 
and, a~ we have seen, the conclusions of induction 
are never more than probable. 

The second kind of principles (for instance, that 
the future will probably resemble the past, or the 
known the unknown) are necessary assumptions if 
we are ever ~oing to 'argue, as in inductive thinking 
we always" do, that because some S is P therefore 
probably all S is P. But these principles are in no 
sense confirmed by the successful conduct of the 
arguments based on them. Unless we assumed them, 
we CQuld ~ever conduct arguments of this kind at 
all; but however long and however successfully we 
go on conducting arguments of this kind, we always 
know that these assumptions are assumptions and 



DEDUCTIO:N AND INDUCTION 167 nothing more. Wh~t is increased by tile success of our inductive inquiries is not the probability of such principles as that the future will resemble the past, but the probability of such hypotheses as that fermentation is due to micro-organisms. The prin­ciples never appear as conclusions, even in the modi­fied sense in which conclusions exist in inductive thinking. 
The logical movement of inductive thought is therefore irreversible in the same sense as that of exact science ... The principles on which induction rests receive in return no support from the induc­tive process itself. Either they are certain from beginning to end, or from beginning to end they are mere assumpti<?!ls. 
The process of thought in exact science, though irreversible as regards its principle~_ may be !ever­sible as regards its data (supra,~( 3 at! Jin. ).)1n this respect, inductive arg'lment is n t reversible; for its data are what they are because hey enjoy the status of facts vouched for by perc tion; and although we can infer the existence of an unobserved fact from reasons .inductively est~blished by the study of similar facts; we only infet it (wher~to infer, as always in the context of inductive thought, means to establish as probable) and do not percei~ it. 15. Although there is a resemblance, thcl-efore, between the initial knowledge concerning the ~ub­ject-matter of philosophy which we possess before we begin to philosophize, and the data of fact estab­lished by observation and experiment which we 
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possess at the outset of an inductive inquiry, there 
are important differences between the two things. 

In philosophy the initial knowledge forms the sub­
stance of the final knowledge, the material out of 
which the system is constructed. The very same 
proposition which at first we knew to be true is 
reaffirmed with proofs in the body of the system. 
In empirical science the initial knowledge is not 
the material out of which, but the basis on which, 
the theory is built; thus the theory of cyclones 
does not require for its statement an exposition of 
the individual barometric or other observations on 
which it depends. 

Secondly, in empirical science the initial know­
ledge consists of individual facts; but in philosophy, 
since the initial knowledge is homogeneous with the 
conclusions-otherwise the conclusions could not be 
the initial knowledge raised to a higher grade-and 
since the conclusions are universal propositions, the 
initial knowledge also must consist of universal pro­
positions. The data of philosophy are thus never 
mere facts in the sense of individual events, indivi­
dual objects, ,individual actions or the like; they are 
alwaY!ll unh ersal; for example, in the case taken 
from Spinoza, the knowledge 'Ye ascribed to him be­
fore he began the work of systematic philosophizing 
was not the individual fact 'So-and-so, who hates 
such and such a thing, and imagines it to be de­
stroyed, is pleased', but the universal proposition 
'every one in these circumstances is pleased'. 

Thirdly, the data of empirical sci~nce, as is natural 
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seeing that they are individual facts, are apprehended 
by perception; but the data of philosophy, if they 
are universal propositions, cannot be apprehended 
in that way; they must be grasped by something in 
the nature of what we call, as distinct from perceiv­
ing, thinking. If therefore we say that the initial 
knowledge on which philosophy rests as its data is 
arrived at by way of experience, we must add that 
the term experience in this case carries a special 
meaning: not the experience of a perceiver, but the 
experience of a thinker. 

16. Thus the ifiitial knowledge or datum in philo­
sophy is very different from what,it is in empirical 
science: different in its relation to the process of 
reasoning, different in its own constitution, different 
in the way in which we come to possess it. BJt the 
differences do not end here. That which it ynder­
goes, as our thought proceeds, cJ.iffers also. / 

In empirical science we begiJ by perceiving that 
the facts are so, and go on. bl formin/'a theory as 
to why they are so; but in adding this~;ew theory to 
the old facts we do not come to know the facts in a 
different way, we only come to have scttnething new 
in our ·minds-a new opinion, for it is\not strictly 
knowledge, since it is never· qu~te certain-'::,longside 
the old knowledge. The proces~ is a specia1~ind of 
accumulation. But in philosophy the knowledg&{that 
word is applicable here) why things are so makcl, a 
difference to the knowledge that they are so. The n~w 
knowledge imparts a new quality to the old; in see­
ing why things are thus, we are not merely adding 
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one piece of knowledge to another, we are coming to 
know the old better. Our knowledge is not simply 
accumulating, it is developing; it is improving as 
well as increasing; it is widening and strengthening 
itself at once. 

r7. There is consequently a parallel difference in 
the result of the process, the conclusion which the 
argument establishes. In the case of empirical science 
this is something new, something different from the 
data and added to them; in the case o,f philosophy 
it is the data themselves, developed into a new and 
more rational form. In empirical science, the outcome 
of aT?- inductive process is an hypothesis stanqing, 
somewhat nebulously, outside the facts on which it 
depends, like the shadow of a mountain cast on a 
cloud; in philosophy, the theory that emerges from 
consideration of the facts is no mere hypothesis, it 
is the facts themselves more thoroughly understood. 
the two things are related somewhat as a mountain 
seen by itself is related to the same mountain seen 
in its place in ~he mountain-mass to which it belongs. 

§ 5 
18. To say that the conclusio~s of philosophy 

must be checked by appeal to experience, therefore, 
is valuable if it is merely intended as an indication 
of the way in which philosophical reasoning differs 
from that of the exact sciences; but it is misleading 
if it is taken as implying that the relation between 
theory and experience in philosophy resembles that 
which obtains in empirical science. In philosophy 
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there is a continuity between the experience and the 
theory; the theory is' nothing but the experience 
itself, with its universality further insisted upon, its 
latent connexions and contradictions brought into 
the light of consciousness. Experience is already 
developing into theory, and theory is still experience; 
if theory must be checked by appeal to experience, 
experience in its turn can be supplemented by deduc-
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enough, and that this defect impairs what logic there is. So, before people begin to do what ,ve generally call philosop~izing, the knowledge which they already possess is already full of philosophical elements; it is not at the zero end of the scale, for there is no zero end; it is, to say the least, at unity. 

20. This gives a fresh meaning to the relation between the 'conclusions' of philosophical thinking and the 'experience' on which they are based, and by appeal to which they are checked. These two phrases are names for any two successive stages in the scale of forms of philosophical knowledge. What is called experience may be any stage in this scale; in itself, as all human experience must be, permeated through and through by philosophical elements; but relatively crude and irrational as ~ompared with the next stage above it, in which these philosophical elemenjs are more fully developed. 
To say that theory must be checked by appeal to experience,-~herefore, seems like saying that the more rational must prove its rationality by conforming to the less rational, which seems like appealing from Philip sober to PhiIip drunk. But what is asked of the higher is not simply that it should agree with the lower, but rather that it should explain it: per­petuate its substance in a new form, related to the old somewhat as a fact plus the reasons for it is related to the bare fact. Consequently, when we ask whether a moral theory tallies with moral experience we are asking whether the theory makes intelligible the motal experience which we actually possess. 
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2 I. At every stage in the scale, there is a datum 

or body of experience, the stage that has actually 
been reached ; and there is a problem, the task of 
explaining this experience by constructing a theory 
of it, which is nothing but the same experience raised 
by intenser thought to a higher level of rationality. 
The accomplishment of this task is only the con­
tinuation of a process already begun; it was only by 
thinking that we reached the point at which we stand, 
for the experience upon which we philosophize is 
already a rational experience; so our reason for going 
on is that we already stand committed to the task. 
But the new and intenser thinking must be thinking 
of a new kind; new: principles are appearing in it, 
and these give a criterion by which the principles 
involved in the last step are superseded. Thus the 
stage last reached, regarded as a theory, is now a 
theory criticized and refuted; what stands firm is not 
its truth as theory, but the fact that it has actually 
been reached, the fact that we have eXIJerienced it; 
and in criticizing and demolishing it as a theory we 
are con#rming and explaining it as an experience. 

22. This, then, is the general nature of philo­
sophical inference. The critical view of it was so 
far right, that it consists always and essentially in 
refutation; whatever positive doctrine has been pro­
pounded, the next step for philosophy is to demolish 
it, to destroy it as a theory, and leave it standing only 
as an experience. But this view only apprehends the 
negative side of the process; it misses the positive 
side, the necessity of explaining that experience by 
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refercllcc to the ne\\' principle~ implied in the critical 
pr()ce~s it~e1 f. 

The analytic view was so far right, that every 
t)loYcmt'nt of philosophical thought begins with a 
datum which is already knowledge, and goes on to 
explain wh:1t thi~ I:nowledgc l11e:1I'15. It is only wrong 
because it forgets that, in explaining ollr blOwlcdge, 
wc come to kno\\' it in a different way; the datum 
does not remain a fixed point, it undergoes de\·t!np. 
ment in undergoing an:llysis, and therefore vanishes 
in its original fonn, to reappear in a ne\\', 

It is right to describe philo~~ophical thought :-IS 
dcducti\'e, becallse ~1t c.\"ery plwsc in its dC\'clnpmcnt 
it is, ideally at least, a complete ~ystern based on 
principles :md connected throughout its texture by 
strict IfJgical bonds; but this system is more than a 
dcducti\'(! system, because the principles arc open to 
criticism and must be defcn(kd by their sllccess in 
explaining our experience. 

For this kason, because philosophy is always an 
attempt to discern the principles which run through 
experience and make it a rational whole, it is right to 
call it. inductive; but it differs from an inducti\'c 
science beca\lsl: the experience on which its theories 
are based is itself an experience of rational living, 
theorizing, philosophiZing. Consequently, because 
the data from which it begins and which it has 
to explain arc homogeneous with its conclusions, 
the theories by which it seeks to cxplain them, the 
activity of philosophizing is a datum to philosophy, 
and among its tasks is the task of accounting for 
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itself; and this, \vhich is' true even at a quite low 
level of philosophical development, is more and more 
so as it becomes more and more philosophical; so 
that the maturity of a philosophy may be judged 
by the clearness with which it apprehends the prin­
ciple laid down at the beginning of this essay, that 
the theory of philosophy is an essential pa"rt of 
philosophy. 



IX 
THE IDEA OF SYSTEM 

§ I 

I. IN the first chapter of this essay it was remarked 
that the most recent constructive movement in philo­
sophical thought, there called the Kantian, drew to 
its close a hundred years ago; that a time followed 
when philosophical studies sank into comparative 
insignificance and neglect; and that they are now 
reviving, ~nd have reached a condition of ferment 
which appears to hold out hopes of a new construc­
tive movement. Construction implies system; and 
in philosophy, which has among its necessary tasks 
the task of understanding itself, a period of construc­
tive effort must be a time when thought conceives 
itself as essentially systematic in form. If therefore 
we are to hope for a future period of cons!ructive 
work in philosophy, we must decide what we mean in 
such a cont~\ -t by constructive;. that is, we must form 
a clear idea 9f the nature of a philosophical system. 

~efore we can do this, we must overcome a certain 
prejudice, natural to a time of ferment and experi­
ment, and still more so to a time of apathy and 
neglect, against the idea of system in itself. This 
prejudice has become almost an orthodoxy in 
the last hundred years, when the idea of philosophy 
as a system h~s been, more often than not, either 
derided as an outgrown superstition or, if accepted, 
accepted only with apologies and qualifications. 
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I t is not a mere prejudice. It is based on reasons, and 
serious reasons; the chief of them appear to be these. 

It is said that the idea of system is incompa­
tible with the conception of thought as constantly 
advancing through new discoveries to new points 
of view. A system claims finality; but there is no 
finality in human knowledge, and the philosopher 
who builds a system is only trying, and always 
trying in vain, to close the doors of the future. 
A system claims completeness; but however' it 
may have been in't.he past when the total accumu­
lation of knowledge in man's possession was small, 
the vastness of the field which must be covered by 
any general view of modern knowledge makes it 
an enterprise far beyond the powers of a single 
man. A system claims objectivity; but in effect it 
is only a personal and private thing, the expression 
of its author's subjective point of view: there are 
as many philosophical systems a!1P*~ere are philo­
sophers; whereas the march of ~:.1eqich has shown 
that the only hope of permanence )pe bf(the humbler 
project of adding here ~ little aever it &e a little to 
a body of knowledge that tramS andJt~e purview 
of any single contributor to the leir k. And lastly, 
a system claims unity; it claitris"tkt every prob­
lem is connected with every other, and it claims to 
solve every problem by applying to it certain uni­
form rules of method; so that every question philo­
sophy can raise is fitted or rather forced into a 
single mould, and accommodated to the architec­
ture of a single building; whereas philosophy has 
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problems so diverse in kind that they can only be handled satisfactorily if each is handled on its merits, with a freedom and suppleness of method far greater than any idea of system will allow. 

- 2. It would be easy to answer these objections by criticizing them as an unstable compound formed of two elements: a certain hostility towards philosophy as such, resulting in a demand that it should either cease to exist or, if it must continue, renounce its old methods and its' old aims and conform in both these respects to the pattern of science; and a right appreciation of philosophy's true nature, and a de­mand that it should no longer be content to ape other forms of thought, but begin at last to pursue its own proper aims by its own proper methods. It would be easy to show that, so far as they are based on the first motive, they can be answered on the principles already laid dOWlf in this essay; and that, so far as they are based (d the second, they express an objec­tion not tl);'<:: f01sophical systems as such but to non-philos~?sophy systems usurping their function, and claimin\-t by C( name. 
But this c;f. the n of answering them would hardly do ~hem jusfan do 'hey are varying expressions of a demand whiclirab§ future philosophy must satisfy, and a conviction that this demand has not been alto­gether satisfied by any philosophy of the past. This demand and this conviction could be expressed in a logical and coherent way only by some one already possessed of a logical and coherent philosophy; but the objections I have outlined are felt by persons who 
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would frankly disclaim any such possession; they 
are indeed a way of explaining why those who feel 
them neither have nor hope to have a philosophical 
system of their own. Such a criticism as I have 
outlined, therefore, would be a mere exhibition of 
pedantry: it would mean treating them as if they 
were the outcome of a systematic philosophy, which 
they do not profess to be, and at the same time 
failing to criticize or even to understand their spirit. 
In what follows, therefore, I shall endeavour to treat 
them as expressi9ns of a point of view with which 
any future constructive philosophy that is more than 
an academic game must come to terms. 

3. The first objection is that a system claims 
finality, and that this claim must always be false, 
since human knowledge is always growing and chang­
ing. Taken literally, this is an objection not to the 
idea of a philosophical system but to the idea of 
any system whatever, for example, a systematic 
presentation of mathematics or meat~ine; for in all 
fields of study there is always hope ol~ew advance, 
and in none can a system, whenever it IS formed, be 
final. In spite of this, scientists and historians and 
other stUdents try to present their knowledge from 
time to time in a systematic form; and their systems, 
though bound to be superseded, serve a necessary 
purpose, not closing the doors of the future but 
rather opening them; for in order to advance in 
knowledge we must first know where we stand, and 
no student can take stock of his position without 
attempting to state it systematically. 
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But the objection does tell with special force 

against the idea of a philosophical system. In other 
fields of thought it is plausible, I do not ask how 
far it is ever really true, to describe our knowledge 
as an aggregate of separable items: an inventory, to 
which additions can be made without altering what 
was there before. Even when the addition is logically 
derived from what was there before, its deduction 
is an irreversible process which does not recoil upon 
its starting-point. In these fields, therefore, it is 
plausible to suggest that when we take stock of our 
knowledge we are reviewing assets that are perma­
nent; whereas in philosophy, because every new 
discovery reacts upon what we knew before, the 
whole body of knowledge must be remade from 
the foundations at every step in advance. 

All this may be granted; but although it proves 
that a philosophical system is peculiarly difficult to 
construct, it does not prove that the attempt to con­
struct it is mistaken. Mter all, philosophy is a form 
of human thought, subject to change, liable to error, 
capable of progress. The philosopher therefore, 
like every student, must sum up his progress from 
time to time, and express his conclusions in a sys­
tematic form, if progress is to continue. Owing to 
certain peculiarities of philosophy, this demands 
more patience and a more critical outlook than the 
corresponding audit of history or science; but it 
cannot on that account be omitted. Nor does it in 
philosophy more than elsewhere imply a claim to 
finality. That must be recognized by all philo-
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sophies of the future. Not that it has been altogether 
overlooked by philosophies of the past; one of the 
greatest system-builders at the close of one of his 
systematic treatises wrote the words his hieher ist das 
BeWllsstseyn gekommen; and on this note-the past has 
been liquidated, we are now ready for the future­
every system, philosophical or other, must end. 

4. The second criticism was that to-day no single 
thinker can survey the entire field of knowledge so 
as to achieve that completeness of view which the con­
struction of a philosophical system demands. That 
no one man can adequately survey the entire field 
of modern knowledge may be granted; but it does 
not follow that no one man can adequately survey the 
field of modern philo$,ophy. The business of philo­
sophy is not to be an encyclopaedia of human 
knowledge, but to deal with its own special problems 
in its own special way; and since philosophy less than 
any other branch of knowledge presents the appear­
ance of an accumulation of facts, there is less reason 
in philosophy than anywhere else to think that the 
passage of time makes the subject unv.}ieldy by sheer 
growth in bulk. 

Yet even so, the objector may.insist, the construc­
tion of a strictly philosophical system, with all the 

. demands it makes upon its author both within and 
without the sphere of strictly philosophical know­
ledge, is a task beyond the powers of anyone man. 
But it is a task which no one man is or ever has 
been called upon to discharge. The great systems of 
the .past have always been built up by incorporating 

4033 N 
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material drawn from the work of others; thus, instead 
of conceiving the history of thought as a succession 
of personal systems, a Socratic philosophy, a Platonic 
philosophy, an Aristotelian philosophy and so on, it 
would be nearer the truth to think of a single Greek 
philosophy, the work of many minds, remodelling 
and in part reconstructing it as successive genera­
tions of builders reconstructed a medieval church. 

If every system stands thus in organic relation to 
the past, it stands in organic relation to the present 
also. Every philosopher finds himself shepherded, 
as it were, into a particular line of study by the fact 
that others round him are doing work which requires 
this as its complement; there is in philosophy, as in 
every science, a tacit partition of the field of thought, 
and the work of each thinker is his contribution to a 
wider whole in which he feels himself a collaborator. 

Since every philosophy is in part a borrowing from 
philosophies of the past and in part a collaboration 
with those of the present! there can be no such 
thing as a pr~sate, personal, self-contained system .. 
If it has ever n the past been fancied that this could 
be so, and that is a question of history which need 
not here be raised, the vanity is one that must be 
renounced for the future. 

5. The third objection was that whereas, by its 
very nature as thought, philosophy claims objective' 
validity, this is a claim which in its form as a system 
it can never make good. A philosophical system is 
regarded as essentially subjective, a personal and 
private thing, an expression of the way in which 
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its author looks at the world. Science, it is said, is 
impersonal and objective, so that its results are valid 
for all rational beings and for all time; a philo­
sophical system is so bound up with subjective 
elements that none holds good beyond the limits 
of the mind that created it; and this defect, it is 
thought, can only be overcome by abandoning the 
idea of a systematic or comprehensive philosophy, 
and applying to philosophy the method of piecemeal 
study and accumulation of detailed results which has 
proved fruitful in the case of the sciences. 

The idea of a personal and private system, I need 
not repeat, is one which I have no wish to defend. 
But this objection, in effect, drives home a supposed 
implication of what {have already said. 'Admit that 
each philosopher merely contributes his quota to 
the general advancement of philosophical thought,' 
it argues, 'and you give up the idea of system alto­
gether. You cannot have it both ways; a system 
is one thing, a contribution tow~ds a system is 
another; if each individual philosorher's task is to 
provide the latter, no philosopher: is concerned 
to provide the former.' 

But is not this the fallacy of false disjunction? 
The individual philosopher is certainly making his 
personal contribution to the advancement of thought, 
and that is all he can ever hope to do. But the 
thought to which he is contributing is philosophi­
cal thought; and this includes as an integral part 
of itself the theory of itself; hence every philosopher, 
in making this contribution, must think of himself 
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as rriaking it; that is, he must have his theory of his 
own contribution's place in the whole to which he is 
contributing. Hence, in making this personal contri­
bution, he must reconsider the general question what 
philosophy is. 

This, accordingly, is not a contradiction but a 
complement of what was said in answer to the 
second objection. It follows from the peculiar nature 
of philosophy that each philosopher, if he genuinely 
does make his own contribution to knowledge, can­
not be merely adding another item to an inventory; 
he must be shaping afresh in his own mind the idea 
of philosophy as a whole. And conversely, it is only 
by attempting this task, formidable as it is, that he 
can make any contribution, however modest, to the 
general advancement of philosophy; for until he has 
confronted this problem the work which he is doing, 
whatever else it ma~ be, is not genuinely philo­
sophical work, sin('~ iit lacks' 0:1P. of the distinctive 
marks of philoscthe III thinking. 

6. The fourt1Tate, ption was that the ideal of philo­
sophy as a sysin the ~s violence to the diversity of 
philo~ophical pt is a q; by forcing them into a single 
mould and cC' raised, t~sserting connexions between 
them, whei for the fuof fact they are better dealt 
with as ir:te third objproblems, each to be considered 
on its m,ture as th('Jlved by methods appropriate to 
itself. 'I I this bjector feels, . rather than conceives, 
philosophveas the constant endeavour to solve prob­
lems that spring up spontaneously at this or that 
point all over the field of its subject-matter; each 
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problem presents new features both in content and 
in form, and requires a fresh eye and a flexible mind 
for its adequate solution; and all alike are sure to 
be falsely stated and falsely solved if approached 
from the starting-point of a ready-made formula. 

A reader of this essay does not need to be t"old that 
rigid and ready-made formulae are fatal to sound 
philosophical method; if he accepts the general p~int 
of view developed in the preceding chapters, he will 
welcome this ne\"9' objector as an ally. But he may 
be a dangerous one. If he only means that a philo­
sopher must aim systematically and methodically at 
avoiding rigid formulae and at revising his principles 
in the light of his cOrlclusions, well and good; but 
if he fails to see that a methodical avoidance of 
rigidity is itself a system of method, and thinks 
that there is no difference between systematic thought 
and thought in bondage to ready-made formulae, 
he is an anarchist of the mind, ~hpse work can only 
lay waste the ground that thought has cultivated, 
and whose principles must not be ?}lowed to pass 
unchallenged. I 

§2 
" 7. I have met each of these four objections by 
conceding in principle the point for which the ob­
jector seemed anxious to contend; and the question 
next arises: after making all these concessions, what 
remains of the idea of system? Is not the anarchist 
right in thinking that philosophy can never hope to 
be in any intelligible sense of the word systematic, 
but must content itJplf with isolated discussions on 
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isolated points, each following a method improvised to fit the peculiarities of the subject-matter? It will perhaps be best to answer this question in two stages: first by asking whether the proposal to abandon the idea of system in philosophy is a reasonable one, or whether it is not at bottom a self­contradiction, as if a man should say Imy method is to have no method; my one rule in thinking is to have no rules'; and then to ask whether the char­acteristics which have been admitted to belong to philosophical thought, so far from being inconsistent with the idea of system, may not be logical conse­quences of that idea when it is modified, according to the principles adopted elsewhere in this essay, to suit the special case of philosophy. 

First, then, I think it can be shO\vn that in some form or other the idea of system is inevitable in philosophy, and that no attempt to deny it can suc­ceed unless it is pushed to the point of denying that the word philosophy has any meaning whatever. Let us sUPR'Jse that a philosopher, keenly alive to the differences between one problem and another, eager not to falsify any by assimilating it to one of another kind, and determined to treat each on its merits, lays down for himself the rule that every problem must be handled as if it had been the first and only problem that philosophical thought had ever encountered. 
Now let him raise the question: what exactly, in rejecting the idea of system, am I rejecting? For example, am I denying that these various inquiries, 
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sharing as they do the epithet philosophical, share 
some common nature whose name that epithet is? If 
to this question he replies that there is no such com­
mon nature, cadit quaestio; the word philosophy is 
a word without a meaning. But if there is a common 
nature, wherein does it consist? 

It might consist in their form, as examples of the 
same general type of thinking, or in their content, as 
concerned with subject-matters of the same general 
kind. Suppose he places the community of nature 
in their form, that is already to abandon his position; 
for it implies that philosophical thought has its own 
ways of proceeding, so that the isolation of each 
problem from the re~tin point of method disappears. 

But the community of nature cannot be confined 
to form. In content or subject-matter, these various 
inquiries have this at least in common, that they 
are all concerned with philosophical topics. Thus 
the various subject-matters as well as the various 
methods, however widely they differ, must all alike 
be instances of philosophical subjeCt-matter as well 
as philosophical metho~: they mu~t in fact have 
that kind of relation to each other which connects 
instances of the same concept. 

This concept is the concept of philosophy, in its 
formal aspect as the concept of philosophical think­
ing, and its material aspect as the concept of philo­
sophical subjects or topics of thought. And this con­
cept will, of course, be not only general but generic: 
it will divide into species and those into sub-species, 
thus forming a system of specifications into which 
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it must be possible somewhere to fit any piece of 
philosophical thinking and any philosophical topic. 

8. It should be possible to say more concerning 
the nature of this system. The concept of philo­
sophy is itself a philosophical concept, and therefore 
its specific classes will overlap. It will be impossible 
to divide up the field of philosophical topics into 
mutually exclusive departments; ethical questions 
will show logical as well as ethical aspects, and vice 
versa; and the various philosophical sciences, instead 
of treating each a separate subject-matter of its own, 
should be regarded rather as treating each a distinct 
aspect of one and the same subject-matter. Spinoza, 
grappling with this problem, spoke of a single sub­
stance having two attributes, extension and thought, 
so related as to be not separable component' parts of 
its essence, a false view into which it is easy to slip 
by speaking of aspects, but two languages, as it were, 
in each of which the whole nature of that substance 
is expressed. Two philosophical sciences dealing 
with extension and thought respectively would be 
concerned therefore, on Spinoza's view, not with 
two separate groups of topics, but with topics some­
how at bottom the same. 

It is very difficult to see how this sameness and 
this difference should be conceived; but clearly there 
are two ways in which it should not be conceived: 
there are not compl~tely different groups of ethical, 
logical, &c., topics all having one identical philo­
sophical form; nor is there one identical subject­
matter in which all the differences between the 
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different philosophical sciences are sunk into nothing­
ness. The former misconception would divide the 
substance of philosophy, the latter would confound 
its distinctions. 

9. Light can perhaps be thrown on these difficul­
ties by advancing from the conception of overlapping 
classes to that of a scale of forms. If the concept 
of philosophy is a philosophical concept, different 
groups of philosophical topics will not only ovedap, 
they will be philosophical in different ways and also 
to varying degrees; and the methods appropriate to 
them will correspondingly conform in different ways 
and in varying degrees to the general idea of philo­
sophical method. The various parts which together 
make up the body of a philosophy will thus form a 
scale in whose ascent the subject-matter becomes 
progressively philosophical in the sense of coming 
more and more to be the kind of subject-matter of 
which philosophy is in search, and the method be­
comes progressively philosophical in the sense that 
it comes to exhibit more and more adequately the 
proper nature of philosophical thought. 

From this point of view the conception of different 
philosophical sciences as treating distinct aspects of 
the same subject-matter, or expressing distinct attri­
butes of one substance, will be modified by conceiv­
ing them as terms in a scale, each penetrating more 
deeply than the last into the essence of its subject-:­
matter and expressing the nature of the one substance 
more adequately. Philosophy as a whole, in its form 
as a system, now appears as a scale of philosophies, 
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each differing from the rest not only in kind, as 
dealing with a certain specific form of the one 
universal philosophical subject-matter by means 
of an appropriate and therefore specifically distinct 
method, but also in degree, as more or less ade­
quately embodying the ideal of genuinely philo­
sophical method applied to genuinely philosophical 
subject-matter. 

Each form in such a scale sums up the whole scale 
to that point; that is to say, each form is itself a 
system in which the topics and methods of the sub­
ordinate forms find a subordinate place. From the 
point of view of a philosopher whose thought has 
reached a given form, each subordinate form, con­
sidered as a self-contained and distinct philosophy, 
presents two aspects. As a philosophy distinct from 
his own, it is a discussion by a method which he 
does not use of a problem with which he is not con­
cerned; as a philosophy opposed to his own, it is a 
concrete example of how philosophizing should not 
be done. But this same form, when considered as 
subordinate to his own, appears as an error whose 
refutation he has already achieved; and, as some­
thing reabsorbed into his own, it constitutes an 
element within his own system; and thus one side 
of the task of all systematic philosophizing is to 
show the truth of theories which, considered as self­
contained and distinct philosophies, would have to 
be condemned as errors. 

10. The conception of systematic philosophy as a 
whole whose parts are related as terms in a scale of 
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forms, makes it possible to regard the four objections 
stated at the beginning of this chapter as together 
forming a rough and imperfect, but by no means 
inept, summary of the leading characteristics which 
a philosophical system should present. 

'A philosophical system', it was said, 'claims 
finality, but the claim must always be false because 
the doors of the future are always open.' The con­
tradiction vanishes when it is realized that the philo­
sopher, in constructing a system, has his place in a 
scale whose structure is such that every term in it 
sums up the whole scale to that point; however far 
up the scale he goes, he never comes to an absolute 
end of the series, because by reaching this point he 
already comes in sight of new problems; but he is 
always at a relative end, in the sense that, wherever 
he stands, he must know where he stands and sum 
up his progress hitherto, on pain of making no pro­
gress henceforth. And every such summary can only 
be done once, and is therefore fin21: the problem 
which it must solve is finally solved. 

'A philosophical system claims completeness; but 
in fact it can never be more than a contribution made 
by its auth~r towards a wider synthesis.' Here again 
the notion of a scale of forms dispels the contradic­
tion. As one form in a scale, an individual philo­
sophy is one among many, a single moment in the 
history of thought, which future philosophers will 
have to treat a's such; but as reinterpreting previous 
philosophies and reaffirming them as elements within 
itself it summarizes the whole previous course of 
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that history, and is thus universal as well as indi­
vidual. 

'A philosophical system claims objectivity, but in 
fact it can only express its author's private and per­
sonal views.' Here again there is no contradiction, 
if the historical development of philosophy is re­
garded as the deployment of a scale of forms. So far 
as any man is a competent philosopher, his philosophy 
arises by objective necessity out of his situation in 
the history of thought and the problem with which 
he· is confronted; but situation and problem are 
unique, and hence no one philosopher's system can 
be acceptable to another without some modification. 
That each must reject'the thoughts of others, re­
garded as self-contained philosophies, and at the 
same time reaffirm them as elements in his own 
philosophy, is due not to causes in taste and tem­
perament but to the logical structure of philosophical 
thought. 

Lastly, 'a philosophical system claims uniformity 
o(method, but a truly philosophical spirit will rather 
aim at flexibility.' But the flexibility that philosophy 
demands is not a random flexibility, a mere loose­
ness in the application of a method nowhere quite 
appropriate; it is a uniform or methodical flexi­
bility, in which the method c.hanges from one topic 
to another because form and content are changing 
pari passu as thought, traversing its scale of forms, 
gradually approximates to the ideal of a perfectly 
philosophical subject-matter treated by a perfectly 
philosophical method. 
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Accordingly", these four contentions, instead of 
expressing the impossibility of any philosophical 
system, express the characteristics which any system 
must present if it is organized according to prin­
ciples derived from the peculiar structure of the 
philosophical concept. 

§ 3 
I I. Hitherto th~~ idea of a philosophical system 

has been sketched, in the barest outline, merely as 
an idea, irrespectively of any realization of that idea 
in actual fact. Its characteristics have been merely 
deduced from the notion of a scale of forms. It 
remains to ask whether this ideal is anywhere and 
in any way realized. 

That it is altogether unrealized we shall hardly 
expect, having already seen that an unrealized idea 
is a thing foreign to the essence of philosophical 
thought; the judgement that philosophy is essen­
tially systematic is a categorical judgement, and 
means that whoever tries to think philosophically, 
and to some extent succeeds, must find and does 
find, when he reflects upon it, that his thought takes 
shape as a system. The idea of system is nowhere 
finally and completely realized; but it is always tend­
ing to realize itself wherever any diversity is recog­
nized in the subject-matter and methods of thought. . 
This constant tendency towards systematic shape 
finds expression in ways infinitely various : anewway, 
wherever philosophy finds a new kind of diversity to 
.organize into a whole. Four examples will suffice. 
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I2. First, the division of philosophy into the so­

called philosophical sciences, metaphysics, logic, 
ethics, and so forth, is to some extent a realization 
of this idea; for to some extent these differ both in 
kind, as various ways of dealing with various kinds 
of problem, and in degree, as more and less philo­
sophical treatments of topics more and less proper 
to philosophy. Every philosopher realizes that the 
subjects treated in these sciences are in some sense 
aspects of one and the same subject, and that 
both in subject and in method they form, however 
roughly, a scale, in which at one end there are sub­
jects and methods hardly to be distinguished from 
those of empirical science-is psychology, for ex­
ample, an empirical science or a philosophical? 
-and, at the other, perhaps in metaphysics, sub­
jects in the strictest sense philosophical, treated 
by methods that in the highest degree exhibit the 
nature of philosophical thought. It is only in a 
rough and approximative way that the conventional 
ca~on of philosophical sciences corresponds to the 
idea of a system; but it is only in so far as it does cor­
respond that it can claim philosophical importance; 
otherwise it represents a merely empirical grouping 
of philosophical topics. 

I3. Secondly, the history of philosophical thought, 
so far as it is a genuine history and not a merely tem­
poral sequence of disconnected events, exhibits the 
same kind of approximation. It is a genuine history 
in so far as the events contained in it lead each to 
the next: so far, that is, as each philosopher has 
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learnt his philosophy through studying the work of 
his predecessors. For in that case each is trying to 
do what his predecessor did-to philosophize; but 
to do it better by doing it differently; assimilating 
whatever seems true, rejecting whatever seems false, 
and thus producing a new philosophy which is at the 
same time an improved version of the old. His suc­
cessor in turn stands in this same relation to himself, 
and thus the entir~-history of thought is the history 
of a single sustained attempt to solve a single per­
manent problem, each phase advancing the problem 
by the extent of all the work done on it in the in­
terval, and summing up the fruits of this work in the 
shape of a unique presentation of the problem. In 
a history of this kind all the philosophies of the past 
are telescop~d into the present, and constitute a scale 
of forms, never heginning and never ending, which 
are different both in degree and i,n kind, distinct from 
each other and opposed to each \other. 

14' Thirdly, a philosopher might be asked to give 
some account of the state of philosophy in his own 
time; and it would be highly unphilosJphical in him 
to reply that in his time there was no such thing as 
a state of philosophy, but only a chaos or babel of 
different philosophies; for this would show that he 
was either unwilling or unable to sort these philo­
sophies into their kinds, to analyse their affinities, 
and to assess their merits. To a philosophical eye 
these various relations are not given to their terms 
from without, by the arbitrary act of a systematizing 
intellect; they really subsist in and between the 
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terms, and to apprehend the terms without appre­
hending these relations is to misapprehend them. 
But if these relations are grasped, I do not say com­
pletely, for completion is here as in all philosophical 
enterprises unattainable, but to any considerable 
degree, the philosophical views between which they 
subsist will reveal themselves as nodal points in a 
system of thought which, as a whole, may be called 
the philosophy of the present day. 

This ~stem cannot be conceived except as a scale 
of forms; for the various philosophies which go to 
compose it vary in the degree to which they deserve 
the title philosophy of the present day; some are 
too unphilosophical to claim that title without quali­
fication, some too antiquated, some too fragmentary, 
some too negative; each presents a double aspect, 
partly as an attempt, never quite successful, at a com­
plete philosophy, partly as a contribution to some­
thing wider than itself; but ideally a place can be 
found even for the crudest and least philosophi­
cal of them in a scale which, travelling downward 
towards zero but never reaching it, is long enough to 
accommodate all those dim and fluctuating half­
philosophical and quarter-philosophical opinions 
out of which, partly by consolidation and partly by 
criticism, there emerges the comparatively definite 
and organized group of theories collectively called 
the philosophy of to-day. With that emergence the 
second main phase of the scale is reached. The third 
is reached when these organized and ostensibly con­
flicting theories are shown to participate according 
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to their degrees and kinds in a single common spirit 
which, not in a collective but in an eminent sense, 
is the philosophy of the present. 

Such a system is only an ideal, in the sense that 
it regulates the procedure of a philosopher trying to 
answer the question at issue, and 'cannot be expected 
to present itself fully formed in his answer; but it 
is not an ideal imposed on his subject-matter by his 
thought; it is the' \vay in which he must apprehend 
his subject-matter if he is to apprehend it correctly. 

IS. Lastly, he undertakes a task not very different 
from this when he tries to think out his own philo­
sophy. He begins by 'finding in himself a welter of 
half-philosophical and quarter-philosophical opinions 
not at bottom, if he will consider them candidly, more 
harmonious with each other than those of different 
contemporary persons; out of these, which already 
vary in his estimate of their im~ortance and profun­
dity, there emerge once more by consolidation and 
criticism certain more or less definitely philosophical 
positions; these again vary in the ccnviction with 
which they are held, some merely played with, some 
maintained with diffidence, some judged funda­
mental, but each liable on examination to prove 
contradictory with some of the rest. The process 
now begins again at a higher level, and he tries to 
see these various positions as parts of a connected 
whole, or, failing that, to correct the recalcitrant 
elements until they fall into place; this implies not 
only adjusting the parts to the idea of the whole but 
adjusting the idea of the whole to meet the demands 

4033 o 
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of the parts, so that the idea of the whole is itself 
undergoing transformation as the scale is traversed 
upwards. 

These are only examples of innumerable \"lays in 
which philosophical thought tends to organize itself 
into a system having the general character of a scale 
of forms. \Vhat is permanent and essential is not 
this or that system, for every particular system is 
nothing but an interim report on the progress of 
thought down to the time of making it, but the 
necessity of thinking systematically; and although 
this necessity may be overlooked or denied with no 
great harm done so long as philosophy aims only at 
being negative or critical, or attempts no more than 
desultory and short-winded constructive flights, in 
order to do its proper work properly it must under­
stand what that work is: in other words, philosophy 
must think of itself as systematic. 



X 
PHILOSOPHY AS A BRANCH OF 

LITERATURE 

§ I 

I. PHILOSOPHY is a name that belongs not only'to 
a certain realm ofJhought, but also to the literature 
in which that thought finds or seeks expression. It 
belongs to the subject of this essay, therefore, if only 
by way of appendix, to ask whether philosophical 
literature has any peculiarities corresponding to those 
of the thought which -it tries to express. . 

Literature as a genus is divided into the species 
poetry and prose. Prose is marked by a distinction 
between matter and form: what we say and how 
we say it. The formal elements are those which 
we call literary quality, style, writing, and so forth; 
the material elements are 'what we generally call the 
'contents' of the work. Each part has its own scale 
of values: On its formal side, prose should be clear, 
expressive, and in the most general sense of that 
word beautiful; on its material side, it should be 
well thought out, intelligent, and in a general sense 
true. To satisfy the first claim the prose writer must 
be an artist; to satisfy the second, he must be a 
thinker. 

2. These parts are distinct, but they cannot be 
separated. As _ elements in prose, neither can exist 
without the other. If it were possible for a book to 
b,e well thought out but ill written, it would not be 
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literature at all; if it could be well written but ill 
thought out, it would at any rate not be prose. But 
the two do not exist in equilibrium. The formal part 
is the servant of the material. We speak well, in 
prose, only in order to say what we mean: the matter 
is prior to I the form. This priority, no doubt, is 
rather logical than temporal. The matter does not 
exist as a naked but fully formed thought in our 
minds before we fit it with a garment of words. It 
is only in some dark and half-conscious way that we 
know our thoughts before we come to express them. 
Yet in that obscure fashion they are already within 
us; and, rising into full consciousness as we find the 
''lords to utter them, it is they that determine the 
words, not vice versa. 

3. In poetry, this distinction between matter and 
form does not exist. Instead of two linked problems, 
finding out what he wants to say and finding out 
how to say it, the poet has only one problem. Instead 
of having to satisfy two standards of value, beauty 
and truth, the poet recognizes only one. The sole 
business of a poem is to be beautiful; its sole merits 
are formal or literary merits. In the sense in which 
the prose writer is trying to say something, there is 
nothing that the poet is trying to say; he is trying 
simply to speak. 

4. Prose and poetry are philosophically distinct 
species of a genus; consequently they overlap. Liter­
ary excellence, which is the means to an end in prose 
and the sole end or essence of poetry, is the same 
thing in both cases. Judged by a purely literary or 



OF LITERATURE 20I 

artistic standard, the merits of even the best prose . 
are inferior to those of even commonplace poetry ; 
for these qualities are of necessity degraded in be­
coming means instead of ends; yet the prose writer 
does inhabit the mountain of poetry, though he lives 
only on its lower slopes, and drinks of its waters not 
fresh from their spring but muddy with the silt of 
their stream-beds. 

5. This distinction must not be confused with the 
distinction between prose and verse, which is an 
empirical division between two ways of writing, either 
of which may be poetical or prosaic in character. 
There is no doubt a tendency for poetry to take the 
outward shape of verse; that is because verse, in its 
patterns of rhythm and rhyme, expresses a native 
tendency on the part of language to organize itself 
according to intrinsic fonnal characters whenever 
it is liberated from the task of expressing thought. 
Similar formal patterns are always emerging in 
the structure of prose, only to be lo~t again; they 
emerge because without them langu'age would be 
wholly non-poetical .and would therefore cease to 
be language; they are lost again because fonn is 
here subordinate to matter, and the poetry inherent 
in language is therefore shattered into an infinity 
of inchoate poems. 

§2 
6. Philosophy as a kind of literature belongs to 

the realm of prose. ·But within that realm it has 
certain characteristiCs of its own, which can best be 
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seen by comparing it with the literatures of science 
and of history. 

Scientific literature contains, as a noteworthy cle­
ment in its vocabulary, a number of technical terms. 
If the scientist were refused permission to use these 
terms, he could not express his strictly scientific 
thoughts at all; by using them more and more freely, 
he comes to express himself with greater and greater 
ease and sureness. In philosophical literature, tech­
nical terms are regarded with some suspicion. They 
are sliglitingly described as jargon, and philosophers 
who use them much are derided as pedants or criti­
cized for evading the duty of explaining themselves 
and the even more urgent duty of understanding 
themselves. 

This impression of a difference between the ideals 
of a scientific vocabulary and a philosophical is only 
deepened by observing that many of the greatest 
philosophers, especially those who by common con­
sent have written well in addition to thinking well, 
have used nothing that can be called a technical 
vocabulary. Berkeley has none; Plato none, if con­
sistency of usage is a test; Descartes none, except 
when he uses a technical term to point a reference 
to the thoughts of others; and where a great philo­
sopher like Kant seems to revel in them, it is by no 
means agreed that his thought gains proportionately 
in precision and intelligibility, or that the stylist in 
him is equal to the philosopher. 

A general review of the history of philosophy 
compared with the equally long history of mathe 
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matics, would show that whereas exact science has 
from the first been at pains to build up a technical 
vocabulary in which every term should have a rigid 
and constant meaning, philosophy has always taken 
a different road: its terms have shifted their meaning 
from one writer to another, and in successive phases 
of the same writer's work, in a way which is the 
exact opposite of what we find in science, and would 
justify the assertion that, in the strict sense of the 
'word technical, philosophy has never had anything 
that desenred the name of a technical vocabulary. 

Before concluding that this is a state of things 
calling for amendment, it may be weIl to ask what 
technical terms are, 'and why they are needed in the 
expression of scientific thought. 

7. Technical terms are terms not used in ordinary 
speech, but invented ad hoc for a special purpose, 
or else they are borrowed from ordinary speech but 
used ad hoc in a special sei1se. They are needed 
because it is desired to expreks a'thought for whose 
expression ordinary speech does not provide. Hence, 
because they are essentially innovations in vocabulary, 
and artificial or arbitrary innovations, they cannot 
be understood and therefore must not be used unless 
they are defined: and definition, here, means 'verbal' 
as distinct from 'real' definition. 

It has sometimes been maintained that all lan­
guage consists of sounds taken at pleasure to serve as 
marks for certain thoughts or things: which would 
amount to saying that it consists of technical terms. 
But since a technical term implies a definition, it is 
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impossible that all words should he technical terms, 
for if they were we could never understand their de­
finitions. The business of language is to express or 
explain; if language cannot explain itself, nothing 
else can explain it; and a technical term, in so far 
as it calls for explanation, is to that extent not lan­
guage but something else which resembles language 
in being significant, but differs from it in not being 
expressive or self-explanatory. Perhaps I may point 
the distinction by saying that it is properly not a 
word bur a symbol, using this tenn as when we speak 
of mathematical symbols. The technical vocabulary 
of science is thus neither a language nor a special 
part of language, but a symbolism like that of mathe­
matics. It presupposes language, for the terms of 
which it consists are intelligible only when defined, 
and they must be defined in ordinary or non-technical 
language, that is, in lapguage proper. But language 
proper does not presuppose technical terms, for in 
poetry, where language is most perfectly and purely 
itself, no technical terms are either used or presup­
posed, any more than in the primitive speech of 
childhood or the ordinary speech of conversation. 

Thus the technical element in scientific language 
is an element foreign to the essence of language as 
such. So far as scientific literature allows itself to 
be guided by its natural tendency to rely on technical 
terms, scientific prose falls apart into two things: 
expressions, . as a mathematician speaks of expres­
sions, made up of technical terms, which signify 
scientific thought but are not language, and the 
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verbal definitions of these terms, which are language 
but do not signify scientific thought. 

8. Philosophical literature shows no such tendency. 
Even when, owing to the mistaken idea that what­
ever is good in science will prove good in philosophy, 
it has tried to imitate science in this respect, the 

. imitation has been slight and superficial, and the 
further it has gone the less good it has done. This 
is because the peculiar necessity for a technical 
vocabulary in science has no counterpart in philo­
sophy. 

Technical terms are needed in science because in 
the course of scientif!f thought we encounter con­
cepts which are wholly new to us, and for which 
therefore we must have wholly new names. Such 
words as chiliagon and pterodactyl are additions to 
our vocabulary beqmse the things for which they 
stand are additions to our experience. This is pos­
sible because the concepts of, science are divided 
into mutually exclusive species, and consequently 
there can be specifications of a fa~iliar genus which 
are altogether new to us. ' 

In philosophy, where the species of a genus are 
not mutually exclusive, no concept can ever come· 
to us as an absolute novelty; we can only come to 
know better what to some extent we knew already. 
'We therefore never need an absolutely new word fo1," 
an absolutely new thing. But we do constantly need 
relatively new words for relatively new things: words 
with which to indicate the new aspects, new distinc­
tions, new connexions which thought brings to light 
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ina familiar subject-matter; and even these are notso 
much new to us as hitherto imperfectly apprehended. 

This demand cannot be satisfied by technical 
terms. On the contrary, technical terms, owing to 
their rigidity and artificiality, are a positive impedi­
ment to its satisfaction. In order to satisfy it, a 
vocabulary needs two things: groups of words nearly 
but not quite synonymous, differentiated by shades 
of meaning which for some purposes can be ignored 
and for others become important; and single words 
which, without being definitely equivocal, have 
various senses distinguished according to the ways 
in which they are used. 

9. These two characteristics are precisely those 
which ordinary language, as distinct from a technical 
vocabulary, possesses. It is easy to verify this state­
ment by comparing the scientific definition of such 
a word as circle with the account given for example 
in the Oxford English Dictionary of what the same 
word means or may mean in ordinary usage. If it 
is argued, according to the method followed else­
wh~re in this essay, that since technical terms are 
used in science something corresponding to them, 
mutatis mutandis, will be found in philosophy, the 
modifications necessary to change the concept of a 
technical term from the shape appropriate to science 
into the shape appropriate to philosophy will deprive 
it exactly of what makes it a technical term and 
convert it into ordinary speech. 

The language of philosophy is therefore, as every 
careful reader of the great philosophers already 
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knows, a literary language and not a technical. 
Wherever a philosopher uses a term requiring formal 
definition, as distinct from the kind of exposition 
described in the fourth chapter, the intrusion of a 
non-literary element into his language corresponds 
with the intrusion of a non-philosophical element 
into his thought: a fragment of science, a piece of 
inchoate philosophizing, or a philosophical error; 
~hree things not;- in such a case, easily to be dis­
tinguished. 

The duty of the philosopher as a writer is there­
fore to avoid the technical vocabulary proper to 
science, and to cho9§e his words according to the 
rules of literature. His terminology must have that 
expressiveness, that flexibility, that dependence upon 
context, which are the hall-marks of a literary use 
of words as opposed to a technical use of symbols. 

A corresponding duty rests with the reader of 
philosophical literature, who must remember that 
he is reading a language and not a symbolism. He 
must neither think that his author is offering a verbal 
definition when he is making some statement about 
the essence of a concept-a fertile sburce of sophis­
tical criticisms-rior complain when nothing resem­
bling such a definition is given; he must expect 
philosophical terms to express their own meaning 
'by the way in which they are used, like the words 
of ordinary speech. He must not expect one word 
always to mean one thing in the sense that its mean­
ing undergoes no kind of change; he must expect 
philosophical terminology, like all language, to be 

" 
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always in process of development, and he must 
recollect that this, so far from making it harder to 
understand, is what makes it able to express its own 
meaning instead of being incomprehensible apart 
from definitions, like a collection of rigid and there­
fore artificial technical terms. 

§ 3 
10. In using words as words, that is, in writing 

literary or artistic prose, the philosopher resembles 
the historian. But here again there are differences. 
Expounding a concept and narrating a sequence of 
events both demand artistic writing; but the differ­
ence in subject-matter entails a corresponding differ­
ence in style. 

Historical writing is an attempt to communicate 
to the reader something which the writer selects for 
communication out ~f his store of knowledge. He 
never tries to write down all he knows about his 
subject, but only a part of it. Indeed, this is all he 
can do. Events in time fall outside one another; 
but !heyare connected by chains of consequence; 
and therefore, since those we know are linked in this 
way with others which we do not know, there is 
always a certain element of incomprehensibility even 
in those we know best. Therefore our knowledge 
of any given fact is incomplete; because it is in­
complete, we cannot say how incomplete it is; and 
all we can be sure of is some central nucleus of know­
ledge, beyond which there extends in every direction 
a penumbra of uncertainty. In historical writing, 
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what we aim at doing is to express this nucleus of 
knowledge, ignoring the uncertainties that lie outside 
it. We try to steer clear of doubts and problems, 
and stick to what is certain. This division of what 
we know into what we know for certain and what 
we know in a doubtful or problematic way, the first 
being narrated and the second suppressed, gives 
every historical writer an air of knowing more than 
he says, and addressing himself to a reader who 
knows less than he. All historical writing is thus 
primarily addressed to a reader, and a relatively 
uninformed reader; it is therefore instructive or 
didactic in style. Th~. reader is kept at arm's length! 
and is never admitted into the intimacy of the 
writer's mind; the writer, however conscientiously 
he cites authorities, never lays bare the processes 
of thought which have led him to his conclusions, 
because that would defer the completion of his 
narrative to the Greek calends, while he discussed 
his own states of consciousness, in~ich the reader 
is not interested. 

I I. Philosophy is in this respec L the opposite of 
history. Every piece of philosophical writing is 
primarily addressed by the author \0 himself. Its 
purpose is not to select from among his thoughts 
those of which he is certain and to express those, but 
the very opposite: to fasten upon the difficulties and 
obscurities in which he finds himself involved, and 
try, if not to solve or remove them, at least to under­
stand them better. The philosopher is forced to 
work in this way,by the inextricable unity of the 
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object which he studies; it is not dispersed over 
space, as in physics, or over time, as in history; it 
is not a genus cut up into mutually exclusive species, 
or a whole whose parts can be understood separately; 
in. thinking of it, therefore, he must always be prob­
ing into the darkest parts, as a guide trying to keep 
his party together must always be hastening the 
hindmost. The philosopher therefore, in the course 
of his business, must always be confessing his diffi­
culties, whereas the historian is always to some ex­
tent concealing them. Consequently the difference 
between the writer's position and the reader's, which 
is so clear in historical literature, and is the cause of 
its didactic manner, does not exist in the literature 
of philosophy. The philosophers who have had the 
deepest instinct for style have repeatedl) shrunk from 
adopting the form of a lecture or instructive address, 
and chosen instead that of a dialogue in which the 
work of self-criticism is parcelled out among the 
dramatis personae, or a meditation in which the mind 
communes with itself, or a dialectical process where 
the initial position is modified again and again as 
difficulties in it come to light. 

Common to all these literary forms is the notion 
of philosophical writing as essentially a confession, a 
search by the mind for its own failings and an attempt 
to remedy them by recognizing them. Historians may 
be pardoned, even praised, for a slightly dogmatic 
and hectoring tone, a style calculated to deepen the 
sense of division between themselves and their readers, 
an attempt to impress and convi~ce. Philosophers 
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are debarred from these methods. Their only excuse 
for writing is that they mean to make a clean breast, 
first to themselves, and then to their readers, if they 

.have any. Their style must be the plain and modest 
style proper to confession, a style not devoid of feel­
ing, yet devoid of the element of bombast which sits 
not ungracefully upon the historian. They must 
sedulously avoid the temptation to impress their 
readers with a sense of inferiority in learning or in­
genuity to their authors. They must never instruct 
or admonish; or at least, they must never instruct or 
admonish their readers, but only themselves. 

I2. There is accot:d.ingly a difference in attitude 
towards what he reads between the reader of historical 
literature and the reader of philosophical. In reading 
the historians, ,,;e 'consult' them. We apply to the 
store of learning in their minds for a grant of know­
ledge to make good the l.:ck in our own. We do not 
seek to follow the processes of thought by which they 
came to know these things; we can o;lly do that by 
becoming equally accomplished lusto/ians ourselves, 
and this we cannot do by reading their books, but 
only by working as they have worked at the original 
sources. In reading the philosophers, we 'follow' 
them: that is, we understand what they think, and 
reconstruct in ourselves, so far as we can, the pro­
cesses by which they have come to think it. There. 
is an intimacy in the latter relation which can never 
exist in the former. What we demand of the historian 
is a product of his thought; what we demand of the 
philosopher is his thought itself. The reader of a r ....-· 
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philosophical work is committing himself to the 
enterprise of living through the same experience that 
his author lived through; if for lack of sympathy, 
patience, or any other quality he cannot do this, his 
reading is \vorthlcss. 

§ 4 
13. In this respect philosophy resembles poetry; 

for in poetry also the .... "riter confesses himself to the 
reader, and admits him to the extremest intimacy. 
Hence the two things are sometimes confused, 
especially by persons who look upon each \vith sus­
picion as an outrage on the privacy of the individual 
mind; and because the resemblance becomes in­
creasingly evident as philosophy becomes increas­
ingly philosophical, this hostility singles out the 
greatest philosophers for peculiar obloquy, and finds 
in their writing a mere expression of emotion, or 
pocm. 

Even granting the justice of that description, it 
i~ incomplete. A philosophical work, if it must be 
calIc;:d a poem, is not a mere poem, but a poem of 
thc intellcct. 'Vhat is expressed in it is not emotions, 
desires, feelings, as such, but those which a think­
ing mind experiences in its search for knowlcdge; 
and it expresses these only because the experience 
of them is an intcgral part of the search, and that 
$carch is thought itself. \Vhen this qualification is 
nddcd, it becomes plain that philosophical literature 
is in fact prose; it is poetry only in the scnse in 
which all prose is poetry-poetry modified by the 
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presence of a content, something which the writer 
is trying to say. 

14. What explains the confusion is that philo­
sophy represents the point at which prose comes 
nearest to being poetry. Owing to the unique in­
timacy of the relation between the philosophical 
writer among prose writers and his' reader, a rei a-

, tion which elsewhere exists only in fine art or in the 
wide sense of that word poetry, there is a constant 
tendency for philosophy as a literary genre to over­
lap with poetry along their common frontier. Many 
of the greatest philosophers, and notably those 
among them who have been the best writers and 
therefore ought to know"in what style to write philo­
sophy, have adopted an imaginative and somewhat 
poetic style wtYich would have been perverse in 
science and ridiculous i~ history but in philo~ophy 
is often highly su~ccessfu1. -The dialogue J.6rm of 
Plato, where philosophies come to li~'fs drama­
tic characters, the classical elega1).ce(o~ Descartes, 
the lapidary phrases of Spinoza, the" tortured meta­
phor-ridden periods of Hegel, are neither defects 
in philosophical expression nor sign~ of defects in 
philosophical thought; they are signal instances of 
a tendency that is universal in philosophical litera­
ture, and to which it yields in proportion as its 
thought is more profound and its expression more 
adequate. 

15. This provides a clue to the main principle 
which must be followed in learning to write philo­
sophy, as distinct from learning to think it. Quite. 

.u,,,'1 p ~ .. 
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othenvise than the scientist, and far more than the 
historian, the philosopher must go to school with 
the poets in order to lcarn the use of language, and 
must use it in their way: as a means of exploring 
one's own mind, and bringing to light what is ob­
scure and doubtful in it. This, as the poets know, 
implies skill in metaphor and simile, readiness to 
find new meanings in old words, ability in case of 
need to invent new words and phrases which shall be 
understood as soon as they are heard, and briefly a 
disposit~on to improvise arId create, to treat language 
as something not fixed and rigid but infinitely flexible 
and full of life. 

The principles on which the philosopher uses 
language are those of poctry; but what he writes 
is not poetry but prose. From the -point of vicw of 
literary form, this means that whereas the poet yields 
himself to every suggestion that his language makes, 
and so produces word-patterns whose beauty is a 
sufficient reason for their existence, the philosopher's 
word-patterns are constructed only to reveal the 
tho:ught which they express, and are valuable not in 
themselves but as means to that end. The prose­
writer's art is an art that must conceal itself, and 
produce not a jewel that is looked at for its own 
beauty but a crystal in whose depths the thought 
can be seen without distortion or confusion; and the 
philosophical writer in especial follows the trade not 
of a jeweller but of a lens-grinder. Hemust never use 
metaphors or imagery in such a way that they at­
tract to themselves the attention due to his thought; 
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if he does that he is writing not prose, but, whether 
well or ill, poetry; but he must avoid this not by 
rejecting all use of metaphors and imagery, but 
by using them, poetic things themselves,. in the 
domestication of prose: using them just so far as 
to reveal thought, and no farther. 

§ 5 
r6. The reader, on his side, must approach his 

philosophical author precisely as if he were a poet, in 
the sense that he must seek in his work the expres­
sion of an individual experience, something which 
the writer has actually lived through, and something 
which the reader must live through in his turn by 
entering into the writer's mind with his own. To 
this basic and ultimate task of following or under­
standing his author, coming to see what he means 
by sharing his experience, the task of criticizing his 
doctrine, or determining how far it is true and how 
far false, is altogether secondary. A good reader,<, 
like a good listener, must be quiet in order to br~7 
attentive; able to refrain from obtruding his 0"1'1 
thoughts, the better to apprehend those of the writer\~ 
not passive, but using his activity to follow whef(~~ 
he is led, not to find a path of his own. A writer 
who does not deserve this silent, uninterrupting 
attention does not deserve to be read at all. 

17. In reading poetry this is all we have to do; 
but in reading philosophy there is something else. 
Since the philosopher's experience consisted in, or 
at least arose out of, the search for truth, we must 
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ourselves be engaged in that search if we are to share 
the experience; and therefore, although our attitude 
to philosophy and poetry, simply as expressions, is 
the same, our attitude towards them differs in that 
philosophy expresses thought, and in order to share 
that experience we must ourselves think. 

It is not enough that we should in a general way 
be thoughtful or intelligent; not enough even that 
we should be interested and skilled in philosophy. 
We must be equipped, not for any and every philo­
sophical enterprise, but for the one which we are 
undertaking. What we can get by reading any book 
is conditioned by what we bring to it; and in philo­
sophy no one can get much good by reading the 
works of a writer whose problems have not already 
arisen spontaneously in the reader's mind,. Admitted 
to the intimacy of such a man's thought, he cannot 
follow it in its movement, and soon loses sight of it 
altogether and may fall to condemning it as illogical 
or unintelligible, when the fault lies neither in the 
writer's thought nor in his expression, nor even in 
the .reader's capacities, but only in the reader's pre­
paration. If he lays down the book, and comes back 
to it ripened by several years of philosophical labour, 
he may find it both intelligible and convincing. 

These are the two conditions on which alone a 
reader can follow or understand a philosophical 
writer: one relating to the reader's aesthetic or liter­
ary education or his fitness to read books in general, 

, the other to his philosophical education as fitting 
him to read this particular book. But in addition to 
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understanding his author, the reader must criticize 
him. 

18. Comprehension and criticism, or understand­
ing what the writer means and asking whether it is 
true, are distinct attitudes, but not separable. The 
attempt to comprehend without criticizing is in the 
last resort a refusal to share in one essential parti­
cular the experience of the writer; for he has written 
no single sentenc~, if he is worth reading, without 
asking himself 'is that true?', and this critical atti­
tude to his own work is an essential element in the 
experience which we as his readers are trying to 
share. If we refuse ~.t0 criticize, therefore, we are 
making it impossible for ourselves to comprehend. 
That conversely it is impossible to criticize with­
out comprehending is a principle which needs no 
defence. 

Though the two cannot be separated, however, 
one is prior to the other: the question whether a 
man's views are true or false does not arise until we\ 
have found out what they are. Hence the reader'~/; 
thought must always move from comprehension ~( 
criticism: he must begin by postponing criticisn\\. 
although he knows it will come, and devote himsellt 
entirely to the task of comprehending; just as ,the 
writer, however ready and able to criticize himself, 

, must begin by framing to himself some statement 
of what he thinks, or he will have nothing on which 
to exercise his self-<;:riticism. 

There is accordingly no contradiction between say­
ing that comprehension is inseparable from criticism, 
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and saying that a good reader must keep quiet and refrain from obtruding his own thoughts when try­ing to understand his author. Comprehension is inseparable from criticism in the sense that the one necessarily leads to the other, and reaches its own completion only in that process; but in this de­velopment, as in all others, we must begin at the beginning; and the first phase of the process is a phase in which criticism is latent. In this phase the reader must refrain from obtruding his own thoughts, not beca!lse he ought to have none of his own, but because at this stage his author's are more impor­tant: criticism is not forbidden, it is only postponed. I9. Granted, then, that the preliminary question what the author means is answered, and the reader is qualified to begin criticizing, how should he proceed? Not by seeking for points of disagree­ment, howe,"er weil founded. If criticism must go with comprehension, and if comprehension means sharing the author's experience, criticism cannot be content with mere disagreement; and in fact, when­ever we find a critic systematically contradicting everything his author says, we are sure that he has failed to understand him. There are no doubt occa­sions on which a reader may say of a book, 'for my part, I do not propose to spend time on it; it seems to me a mere tissue of errors and confusions.' But this is not criticism. Criticism does not begin until the reader has overcome this attitude, and has sub­mitted to the discipline of following the author's thought and reconstructing in himself the point of 
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view from \yhich it proceeds. When this has been 
done, any rejection is of necessity qualified by cer­
tain concessions, a certain degree of sympathy and 
even of assent. 

This implies that criticism has two sides, a positive 
and a negative, neither of which can be altogether 
absent if it is to be genuine or intelligent. The critic 
is a reader raising the question whether what he 
reads is true. I~ order to answer this question 
he must disentangle the true elements in the work 
he is criticizing from the false. If he thinks it con­
tains no true elements, or that it contains no false, 
that is as much as to say he finds in it no work for 
a critic to do. The diitic is a reader who agrees with 
his author's views up to a certain pC'int, and on that 
limited agreement builds his case for refusing a com­
pleter agreement. 
, The critic must therefore work from within. His 
negative position is based on his positive: his primary 
work is to supplement hird~tuthor's partial account 
of some matter by addi.1estifrtain aspects which thi 
author' has overlooked; but, since the parts o£~a 
pl);t,,>ophical theory never stand to one another ~n 
a,.JPdation of mere juxtaposition, the omission of o~~e 
part will upset the balance 0f the whole and distort 
the'remaining parts ~~so his a\iditions will entail some 
correction even of those elements which he accepts 
as substantially true. 

20. Criticism, when these two aspects of it are 
considered together. may be regarded as a single 
operation: the b~ipging to completeness of a theory 
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which its author has left incomplete. So understood, 
the function of the critic is to develop and con­
tinue the thought of the writer criticized. Theoreti­
cally, the relation between the philosophy criticizcd 
and the philosophy that criticizes it is the relation 
bCt\"ccn two adjacent terms in a scalc of forms, the 
forms of a single philosophy in its historical devclop­
.mcnt; and in practicc, it is wcIl known that a man's 
best critics arc his pupils, and his best pupils the 
most critical. 



XI 
CONCLUSION 

I. THE reader who has had pat~ence to follow me 
hither will now, at the close of my argument, remind 
me of the terms of our compact. In the second 
chapter I invited him to read on, if he was willing 
to accept for the sake of argument the hypothesis 
that traditional philosophy is right in regarding' its 
concepts as specified, unlike those of exact and em­
pirical science, into overlapping classes. If he has 
accepted that invitation, it was on the understand­
ing that we should see where the hypothesis led us : 
whether to an account of philosophical method 
consistent with itself and with our experience of 
philosophical thinking, or to a tissue of cobwebs, a 
house of cards, a castle in the air, or whatever phrase 
best describes the outcome of perverse and mis­
guided reasoning. The time has now come to make 
a reckoning; that is my side of the agreement. '> 

Beginning with the question how, on the assum

E
f 

~ion that they are to overlap, the species of a phiI -
sophical genus can be related to each other and .0 

the genus, I tried to show that the condition wou 'cl 
be satisfied if every philosophical concept were 
articulated into a scale of forms where each terr.1 
differed from the next in a peculiar way combin­
ing differences of degree and kind, distinction and 
opposition. If. this is so, the problem of defin­
ing a concept is not how to find a single phrase 
determining its genu5 and differentia, but how to 
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express its whole content, beginning at the bottom 
of its scale of forms, in a reasoned and orderly 
definition coextensive and identical with a complete 
exposition of that. concept. It would also follow 
that a philosophical judgement must be an organic 
whole in which affirmation and negation, univer­
sality, particularity, and singularity are all present; 
and that it cannot be devoid of a categorical or 
existential element. With regard to inference, it 
would follow that in philosophy this could be neither 
strictly deductive nor strictly inductive, but must 
consist in a deepening and widening of our know­
ledge, transforming it into a higher term on the 
same scale of forms; and lastly, after showing in 
what sense philosophy on this assumption could and 
must be a systematic whole, I tried to argue that 
there are certain consequences for the writer and 
reader of philosophical literature. 

That this is a complete account of philosophical 
method I do not for a moment profess; what I have 
written is an essay, not a treatise. But so far as it 
goes, I hope it is consistent with itself. Whether 
my hopes are justified is a question I must now 
leave with the reader. It must also be asked, whether 
it is consonant witli experience. 

2. At this point I must make a confession, though 
it betrays no secret that the reader has not long ago 
discovered. The question whether this general view 
of philosophical thought agrees with experience is a 
question which I have not postponed until now, as 
the original terms of the co~pact might seem to 
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suggest; I ,have been putting it piecemeal at every 
step in the argument, which has always moved 
forward in two parallel lines, asking on the one hand 
'what follows from our premisses?' and on the other 
'what do we find in actual experience?' This double 
procedure, whose reasons could not be set forth 
until the eighth chapter, is the -only one that can 
be either adopted or defended by any philosopher 
who has realized-Jhe deadliness of Hume's attack on 
what Kant was to call the dialectic of pure reason. 
'Though the chain of arguments which conduct to 
it were ever so logical, there must arise a strong 
suspicion, if not an absolute assurance, that it has 
carried us quite beyO'nd the reach of our faculties, 
when it leads to conclusions so extraordinary, and 
so remote from common life and experience. We are 
got into fairy land long ere we have reached the last 
steps of our theory; and there we have no reason to 
trust our common methods of argument, or to think 
that our usual analogies or probabilities have an~ 
authority. Our line is too short to fathom St1 
immense abysses.' I 

For myself, though I could never plead guilty 
to a charge of scepticism, I am too diffident of ly 
own reasoning powers to believe that I can neglect 
Hume's warning; and I know of no way in which 
I can travel in the wilds of philosophical thought 
except by this double m~thod: compass and dead­
reckoning, and the finding of my daily position by 
the stars. 

3. But whose ,is tl;1is experience, the reader will 
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ask, by reference to which the argument professes 
to be checked? I can only reply: it is the experience 
of those who have worked at philosophy; the ex­
perience of others, as recorded in their \vritings, and 
our own, as preserved in our memory. This experi­
ence, embodied in the history of European thought, 
extends over twenty-five centuries, including the pre­
Socratics at one cnd and the reader and myself at 
the other. To a person \"ho does not understand what 
philosophy is, or by what processes it moves, the his­
tory of those sixty generations appears as a chaos, 
the record of random movements hither and thither 
by wandering planets, which no theory of epicycles 
can reduce to reason. But this appearance of irra­
tionality, I make bold to say, cannot survive the 
discovery that philosophical thought has a struc­
ture of its own, and the hypothesis that in its changes 
it is obeying the la\vs of that structure. Thus, from 
the point of view of a rational theory of philosophy, 
the past history of philosophical thought no longer 
appears as irrational; it is a body of experience to 
whic.h we can appeal with confidence, because we 
understand the principles at work in it, and in the 
light of those principles find it intelligible. 

4. Is this a circular argument? Am I first deriving 
from philosophical tradidon a certain view concern­
ing the nature of philost1phical thought, and then 
finding confirmation of that view in the fact of its 
agreement with tradition? And is it not doubly cir­
cular, since apart from my 'assuming that view the 
witness whose word confirms it would be dumb? 
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For, except on the assumption I have put forward, 
tradition, instead of an audible voice, is only a chaos 
of discordant ravings. 

This is one of the ultimate questions which in the 
opening chapter of the present essay I undertook to 
avoid. I shall therefore answer it only obliquely, 
since a direct answer is a>J.'T)S ulClr/}(;ws OllCEtchcpov. I 

5. Assumption for assumption, which are we to 
. prefer? That in- sixty generations of continuous 

thought philosophers have been exerting themselves 
wholly in vain, and have waited for the first word 
of good sense until we came on the scene? Or that 
this labour has been.Dn the whole profitable, and its 
history the history of an effort neither contemptible 
nor unrewarded? There is no one who does not 
prefer the second; and those who seem to have 
abandoned it in favour of the 6rst have done so not 
from conceit but from disapp~intmerlt: ... '.they have 
tried to see the history of thought as a history 9J 
achievement and progress; they have failed; and theJ;' 
have deserted their original assumption for anothe'r 
which no one, unless smarting under that experienfe, 
could contemplate without ridicul~ and disgust. 

Yet it is surely in such a crisis as this that we 
should be most careful in choosing our path. The 
natural scientist; beginning with the assumption that 
nature is rational,. has not allowed himself to be 
turned from that assumption by any of the difficul­
ties into which it has led him; and it is because he 

1 The reader who is <furious concerning this direc;t answer 
will find it given by impli,=ation in ch. viii, § 5. 20-2.1. 
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has regarded that assumption as not only legitimate 
but obligatory that he has won the respect of the 
whole world. If the scientist is obliged to assume 
that nature is rational, and that any failure to make 
sense of it is a failure to understand it, the corre­
sponding assumption is obligatory for the historian, 
and this not least when he is the historian of thought. 

So far from apologizing, therefore, for assuming 
that there is such a thing as the tradition of philo­
sophy, to be discovered by historical study, and that 
this tradition has been going on sound lines, to be 
appreciated by philosophical criticism, I would main­
tain that t,his is the only assumption which can be 
legitimately made. Let it, for the moment, be called 
a mere assumption; at least I think it may be claimed 
that on this assumption the history of philosophy, 
properly studied anCi' ,.:malysed, confirms the hope 
which 1 ~~pressed in the; first chapter: that by re­
Cos~id'ering the problem o,f method and adopting 
some such principles as arC! outlined in this essay, 
l-bilosophy may find an issu,e from its present state 
of perplexity, and set its feet" once more on the path 
of progress. . 
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