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LIFE AND WORKS



Karl Raimund Popper was born in Vienna on 28 July 1902. His parents were of Jewish origin, though they had converted to Protestantism. His father, Simon, was an intellectual and a lawyer whose library was said to contain 15,000 volumes. Portraits of Schopenhauer and Darwin hung in his study. Karl’s mother, Jenny Schiff, had a passion for music, which Popper shared. He thought of devoting himself to music as a young man and, as an amateur composer, he remained dedicated to it all his life.


Popper began to grow up in the fertile decadence of the Austro-Hungarian empire. A precocious scholar, he enrolled in the University of Vienna in 1918, though he did not become a matriculated student until 1922, by which time Austria had been shrivelled, by the Treaty of Versailles, to a small republic. The consequent inflation reduced his family to something like poverty. As a university student, Popper survived through teaching (mathematics, physics and chemistry) and, for a while, as a cabinet-maker.


He also involved himself in the political activities which followed the dissolution of the empire. At first a socialist, he became a communist in 1919. After a few months, however, he was appalled by the wilful bloodshed during Béla Kun’s brief régime in neighbouring Hungary and disgusted by the speciousness of Marxist arguments justifying revolutionary violence. The prospect of an Ideal State, somewhere over the capitalist horizon, could not reconcile him to a programme of human sacrifice. If he continued to consider himself a socialist, he meant nothing more doctrinaire than that he believed in social justice. Eventually, in line with the views of Friedrich von Hayek, to whose thought he displayed an unusual measure of deference, he came to regard state socialism as a form of oppression. Freedom, he then argued, mattered more than equality; if freedom were lost or abandoned, equality itself could not be maintained among those who were not free.


The collapse of the Austro-Hungarian empire did not prevent Vienna from remaining a centre of intellectual vigour. The desire for a commanding post-imperial philosophy of life was fostered by political disintegration. Freud, Adler, Einstein and the so-called Vienna Circle of positivist philosophers, led by Moritz Schlick (who was later gunned down by a crazed student), propounded hypotheses of more or less durable worth, in all of which Popper became more or less durably interested. Elsewhere, Marxism was constantly advanced as the answer to political confusion and economic turmoil. So too, quite soon, was National Socialism.


Einstein stimulated Popper’s enthusiasm for physics. What distinguished Einstein from Marx, Freud and Adler was that his ideas were susceptible of test, and hence of refutation. For instance, before Einstein’s Theory of Relativity could be said to be valid, a particular event had had to take place, in the Solar System, which was impossible according to classic Newtonian principles. When a star’s rays were indeed seen to be bent, by the gravitational pull of the sun, Einstein’s prediction was fulfilled. Relativity had survived a key test that might have led to its refutation. This single instance had not proved Einstein to be entirely right, only righter than the now refuted Newton. Since there were only two eligible competitors, Einstein’s theory was temporarily triumphant, but not unquestionably or conclusively.


Popper never cared to doubt the reality or the existence of the physical world. In order for physics and science to supply reliable foundations for civilization, he maintained that we have to accept that what is ‘out there’ is, however complicated or improbable, real. Thus many of the obsessions of English empirical philosophy remained alien to him: neither phenomenalism nor the problem of knowledge detained him for long. What we know, he was disposed to think, is more important than whether or how I know. Cogitamus was more important than any cogito.


Popper came early to the keystone of his idea of scientific method: scientists proved their good faith by seeking the most stringent possible ways of falsifying their hypothesis – that is, of detecting flaws in their own work. Any idea that cannot conceivably be refuted is not scientific. It may, however, have interest-value for other reasons. In the light of this cautious generosity, Popper could argue – against the philosophical current both in Vienna and, later, in England – that metaphysics was not a useless subject. What he did challenge, implacably, was ‘scientism’, which involved metaphysicians and sociologists passing off their all-embracing theories as scientific. Metaphysic might be stimulating; it could never be prescriptive.


Scientific method implied being accessible to challenges devised by others. Hence knowledge could not be a matter of personal conviction, however sincere; nor could an untestable theory be warranted by the intuitive genius of no matter how brilliant a prophet or seer. For anything to qualify as knowledge it had to be open to examination, and to the risk of disproof, by the most rigorous possible critics. Fallibility was not evidence of the weakness of a theory; on the contrary, the possibility of refutation guaranteed engagement with reality. Theories that were alleged to be about the world, but which could never conceivably be falsified, were for that reason not about the world.


Marx and Freud, however seductive their critical or diagnostic astuteness, were revealed to be unscientific by their systematic inability to imagine, let alone supply, circumstances under which their ideas might be proved fallacious. If, through the elasticity of its terminology, a theory could always explain away whatever phenomena might seem to render it erroneous, it could not be scientific. Popper did not deny that Freud and Marx were interesting and innovatory as moralists or social critics; what he denied, fervently, was the claim, as dear to them as to their followers, that they were scientists.


The philosophers of the influential Vienna Circle – among them, Rudolf Carnap and Otto Neurath – seemed to concur with Popper. As ‘logical positivists’, they had argued that any proposition that could not be verified was meaningless. Positivism intended to banish metaphysics from intellectual esteem. It aimed to establish the universality of the scientific outlook. Only the propositions of natural science could be said meaningfully to be true. However, logical positivists faced a central problem, albeit an old one, concerning verification. David Hume had pointed out – embarrassingly for those who sought absolute certainty – that there was no logical reason to believe that, because the sun rose yesterday, and this morning, it would certainly do so tomorrow. Such arguments from induction, on which science was said conventionally to be based, could claim only that, after an indefinite number of regularities had been observed, it was irrational, although never strictly illogical, not to accept that what happened before would happen again. ‘If p, then q’ might express something incontrovertible in logic (depending, of course, on the values of p and q); but in the physical sciences it could never be logically certain that effect would follow cause. In view of this, the verification of a scientific law could never be conclusive. Popper maintained that unless the problem of induction could be resolved (and, he insisted, it could never be), positivism’s Verification Principle had no warrant to ascribe meaning to science.


How true could scientific truth be, if it was based on nothing more secure than a series of observations and on the consequent assumption, at some indeterminate moment, that the Universe would henceforth honour its contract with science by maintaining an observed consistency? Popper proposed that the problem of scientific method, and hence of verification, be looked at in a different way. In fact, he insisted, it was not the case that scientific thought proceeded on the basis of accumulated observations of regularities. Scientific theories were never inductively proved by virtue of a plethora of instances that, at some moment, amounted to a law. Absolute verification was a chimera. Fortunately, however, there was no call to remain racked by the uncertainty that induction failed to dispel. In science, the hypothesis came first; tests and observations followed. No heap of observed instances either prompted a theory or amounted to a proof, as inductionists implied. What lent plausibility to scientific hypotheses – which, in practice, were often proposed on the basis of no preliminary observations whatever – was their ability to survive stringent challenges that their authors or their peers devised to test them.


Science did not proceed by showing why, or that, certain things happened; it established that – if a theory were valid – certain things could not happen. For instance, ‘One cannot carry water in a sieve’ is a theory that no sane man would seek to verify by filling a succession of sieves with water and seeking to carry them to a given point. We begin to recognize something to be the case when to deny it would be to fly in the face of demonstrable facts. By the same token, science cannot ‘discover’ a tautology, since to deny it is merely self-contradictory. All theories, such as Marxism, which affect to be infallible can only be elaborate tautologies, protected from refutation by their circularity. For simple instance, ‘What will happen will happen’ is irrefutable only because, although it may seem predictive, no possible event or non-event in the future can prove or disprove it.
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