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The trouble with philosophy, it is sometimes said, is that nothing ever gets settled. Questions posed by the ancient Greeks are still being asked today and there seems to be no agreement as to the right answers. Whether, or to what extent, these complaints are justified will depend on what the purpose of philosophy is taken to be. But one may feel that there is something radically wrong with the whole enterprise and that, if only one could put one’s finger on the flaw, the subject could be transformed, or replaced by something more fruitful. Such a view was expressed by Ayer in the opening sentences of Language, Truth and Logic, together with a confident belief that he had found the flaw:


The traditional disputes of philosophers are, for the most part, as unwarranted as they are unfruitful. The surest way to end them is to establish beyond question what should be the purpose and method of philosophical inquiry. And this is by no means so difficult a task as the history of philosophy would lead one to suppose. (LTL 45)


What did Ayer mean by ‘the traditional disputes of philosophers’? What is philosophy? According to at least one influential understanding, it is a quest for transcendent truths, beyond the reach of ordinary or scientific inquiry. This conception of philosophy was one of the main targets of Ayer’s critique.


We may begin by criticizing the metaphysical thesis that philosophy affords us knowledge of a reality transcending the world of science and common sense … One way of attacking a metaphysician who claimed to have [such] knowledge … would be to inquire from what premises his propositions were deduced. Must he not begin, as other men do, with the evidence of his senses? … [But] surely, from empirical premises nothing … super-empirical can legitimately be inferred. (LTL 45–6)


‘The function of philosophy’, he declared, ‘is wholly critical’; ‘it is an activity of analysis’; and the idea that philosophy is ‘a search for first principles’ was a ‘superstition from which we are freed by the abandonment of metaphysics’ (LTL 37, 62).


With these and similar assertions the young Ayer embarked on a course of discussion that was designed to shake the philosophical establishment. As we shall see, and as Ayer would later be the first to admit, the book has many flaws; but few would deny that it was, and remains, a major contribution to philosophy. One may also be impressed, and indeed astonished, by its sheer virtuosity and the extent of its coverage – all the more so in view of the youthfulness of its author.





A ‘SUCCÈS DE SCANDALE’



‘I began writing Language, Truth and Logic’, Ayer reported later, ‘in the Christmas vacation of 1933–4 and finished writing it in July 1935, three and a half months before my twenty-fifth birthday … The book enjoyed an immediate succès de scandale.’1 A new edition appeared in 1946, after which it ‘approached the status of a best seller’, with new impressions appearing ‘almost annually for the next twenty-five years’.2 Ayer produced many other important books, but LTL remains the work by which he is best known.


In a television interview of 1979, Ayer was asked what he now saw as the main defects of his youthful work. ‘I suppose’, he replied, ‘the most important of the defects was that nearly all of it was false.’ This, like some of the claims in the book itself, was an exaggeration. It is true that already in the second edition he conceded that ‘the questions with which [the book] deals are not in all respects so simple as it makes them apear’;3 but the general approach of that book remained with him throughout his life, as will be illustrated below. The main change is that the confident, and often over-confident, style of the early book is replaced by a cautious, painstaking investigation of issues he had earlier disposed of too quickly and easily. LTL will be the basis of the present book, but from time to time we shall move forward to related discussions in later works.


The writing of LTL came about in a rather accidental way. In 1931, Ayer tells us, he was given two terms leave of absence from his tutorship at Oxford.


I proposed to spend them in Cambridge, learning from Wittgenstein, but [my former tutor] Gilbert Ryle persuaded me to go to Vienna instead. He had met Moritz Schlick, the leader of the group of philosophers and scientists … who entitled themselves the Vienna Circle, at some international congress … and thought that it would be a good thing if I could discover what work was going forward under his auspices. For my part I had become engaged to be married and thought that Vienna would be a nice place in which to spend a honeymoon. I was married to Renée Lees on 25 November 1932 and we went almost immediately to Vienna.4


He rapidly learned enough German to enable him to attend the meetings of the Circle.


To anyone acquainted with the philosophy of the Vienna Circle, its influence on Ayer will be quickly apparent. This is true both of its ideas, which included ‘the elimination of metaphysics’, and of the boldness of its style. But Ayer was also deeply influenced by the British empiricist tradition of Locke, Berkeley and Hume. (His appeal to ‘empirical premises’ and ‘the evidence of the senses’ is a sign of this.) There was, however, an important difference between the new empiricism and that of previous philosophers: the new empiricism was about meaning rather than knowledge. The charge against ‘the metaphysician’ was not merely that his claims were unsupported by suitable premises: it was that they were meaningless, because they failed to satisfy certain conditions that must be satisfied if a statement is to have meaning.


The new philosophy became known as ‘logical empiricism’ or, more commonly, ‘logical positivism’. The first has the advantage of indicating the affinity with the empiricism of Locke, Berkeley and Hume, whose influence is apparent in Ayer’s work; while the qualification ‘logical’ indicates the distinctive concern with logical analysis.





THE CRITERION OF VERIFIABILITY



That not all words or sentences are meaningful is obvious if we consider such examples as the nonsense rhymes of Edward Lear. But a sentence may be nonsensical in less obvious ways. This is so, according to Ayer, in the case of claims about a super-empirical reality. But what criterion, if any, is there for distinguishing sense from nonsense? Ayer’s reply to this question was one of the most prominent features of his book. He gave it as follows:


The criterion which we use to test the genuineness of apparent statements of fact is the criterion of verifiability. We say that a sentence is factually significant to any given person, if, and only if, he knows how to verify the proposition which it purports to express – that is, if he knows what observations would lead him, under certain conditions, to accept the proposition as being true, or reject it as being false. If, on the other hand, the putative proposition is of such a character that the assumption of its truth, or falsehood, is consistent with any assumption whatsoever concerning the nature of his future experience, then, as far as he is concerned, it is … a mere pseudo-proposition. The sentence expressing it may be emotionally significant to him; but it is not literally significant. And with regard to questions the procedure is the same. We inquire in every case what observations would lead us to answer the question, one way or the other; and, if none can be discovered, we must conclude that the sentence under consideration does not, as far as we are concerned, express a genuine question, however strongly its grammatical appearance may suggest that it does. (LTL 48)5
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