
SELECTED NOTICES 
Language, Truth and Logic. A. J. Ayer. Gollancz. Second edition, 1946. 
THIS is a delightful book, to which I can give the sincerest praise possible, 
namely that 1 should like to have written it myself when young. Like Hume’s 
Treatise, it is enthusiastic, iconoclastic, hopeful, and good-humouredly pugna- 
cious; fortunately, unllke Hume’s Treatise, it did not ‘fall still-born from the 
press’. The Introduction to the new edition displays admirable candour, and 
shows that Mr. Ayer has spent the intervening years to good purpose: what has 
been lost of early elan is more than compensated by the gain in maturity. 

As a first approximation, the book has my sympathy, but taken as a final 
statement it seems to me in some points to take an over-simplified view, partly 
as a result of polemical zeal. If, in what follows, I dwell upon disagreements, 
I wish the reader to remember the background of general agreement, and not to 
forget my admiration of Mr. Ayer’s very exceptional clarity. 

Let us tackle first a very vital question, that of the connection of verifiability 
with significance or meaning. If a sentence which is not a tautology is not to be 
‘completely senseless’, Mr. Ayer demands ‘not indeed that it should be con- 
clusively verifiable, but that some possible sensoexperience should be relevant 
to the determination of its truth or falsehood’. One may question both thc 
criterion, and the use that is made of it. To begin with the definition of 
‘significance’ of sentenccs: I should myself define it syntactically. I should 
say that a sentence is signifcant if its words are understood and they are put 
together according to correct rules of syntax. Many sentences that obey &IS 

rule are not capable of verification-for instance, ‘there are distant nebulz 
reccding from us with a velocity greater than that of light’ or ‘Napoleon was 
unhappy in St. Helena’. The question of the definition of ‘sigdicance’, how- 
ever, may be regarded as purely verbal; more substantial is the question of the 
interpretation of Mr. Ayer’s definition. 

In what sense, for example, is physics verifiable? Mr. Ayer argues that all 
sentences which seein to mention unperceivable physical objects can be trans- 
lated into sentences mentioning only Mr. Ayer’s experiences. I do not think 
either that ths is true or that it follows from his criterion. The argument for 
the probable truth of physics is that, whenever its principles lead to a verlfiable 
conclusion, the conclusion is verified if the necessary steps are taken. It is held 
(somewhat optimistically, I admit) that if the principles were false the verifiable 
conclusions would probably sometimes be false. There is, therefore, sense- 
experience relevant to the truth of physical principles, but that does not mean 
that the principles themselvcs can be interpreted in terms of sensoexperience. 
We look for simple laws, and in order to make laws as simple as possible we do 
not hesitate to assume occurrenccs which we not only do not, but cannot, 
perceive. I do not believe it possible to state the laws ofphysics without assuming 
such occurrences. 

Mr. Ayer speaks with approval of Mill’s definition of ‘matter’ as a ‘permanent 
possibility of sensation’. But what is a ‘possibility’? It can only mean something 
that would occur if something else occurred which in fact does not occur. But 
how are we to know what would have happened if. . . I  This does not substan- 
t i d y  mean more than what does happen when. . . And I think this trouble 
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72 HORIZON 
about possibility affects the whole conception of verifiability as opposed to 
actual verification: when something has not been verified, there is no clear 
meaning to the statement that it was verifiable. To say that it was verifiable 
presumably means that it would have been verified if something had been the 
case that in fact was not the case, and no one can decide how much that did not 
happen we may imagine to have happened in defining ‘verifiability’. Alto- 
gether, I should say, ‘possibility’ is a vague and dangerous notion, which should 
not be allowed to intrude into such a fundamental matter as the question when 
a sentence is significant. 

Let us take a more mundane example than the principles of physics. Consider 
the statement ‘Napoleon 111 had a father’. We all believe this, though no one 
knows who h e  was, and very likely no one ever has known. We believe it 
because we believe in certain causal laws. Similarly we believe that our sensa- 
tions have causes, though as a rule these causes lie outside our experience. I do 
not see why anybody should make a Wiculty about such inferences, if they 
accept the inferences as to our own experiences that are obtained by means of 
them. Mr. Ayer has difficulties about the minds of other people, which seem 
to me quite unnecessary. When I believe that so-and-so has a toothache, I do 
not mean that if I were a dentist and were to examine his teeth I should see a 
cavity. And empiricism does not demand that I should mean this, if it is 
admitted that a hypothesis may be rendered probable by the truth of all its 
verified consequences. 

The statement that the world existed before there was life, whether true or 
false, seems to me clearly significant; so does the statement that there is a future 
life, although Mr. Ayer maintains that to assert and to deny a future life are 
alike meaningless. In this he seems to me to go beyond even his own criterion. 
Verification is always in the future, and if there is a future life we shall, in due 
course, have empirical evidence of it. He might have said that the denial of a 
future life was meaningless, for if we do not survive death we shall never have 
any evidence of the fact. But if we do survive death we shall have the same 
kind of evidence as for the statement ‘it will rain tomorrow’, which also cannot 
be verified at present. It is true that Mr. Ayer bases his argument on the view 
that ‘the soul’ is meaningless, in which I agree with him. But he defines per- 
sonal identity in terms not involving ‘the soul’, and, so defined, the question 
whether we survive death is surely not meaningless. 

For my part, I am an unrepentant realist, in a sense which Mr. Ayer would 
condemn. I believe that the universe existed for countless ages before there were 
percipients; I believe that tables and chairs and other people are not functions 
of my perceptions. Since I can understand the sentence ‘A is before B’, I can 
understand the sentence: ‘There were occurrences before I was born’. And 
I see no reason to interpret this sentence in a Pickwickian sense. And when I 
say ‘you are hot’, I do not mean that I can see the sweat; I mean that you are 
having a feeling which I am not having, though of a kind with whch I a . r ~ ~  
familiar. 

However, I have been led into being more critical than I feel. Mr. Ayer is 
wholly rational, and I do not doubt that, if arguments against him are valid, he 
will admit their validity. This is a very rare merit. 

BERTRAND RUSSELL 

PRODUCED 2003 BY UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED



SELECTED NOTICES 73 
Auto-da-Fi. By Elias Canetti. Cape, 15s. 
Back, By Henry Green. The Hogarth Press, 8s. 6d. 
The Folded Leaf. By William Maxwell. Faber, 8s. 6d. 
A DISPLEASING quality in most modern novels is a certain hesitancy, a 
timidity, a tendency to falter and, when faltering, to cover hesitation with 
irrelevance. Thus one often embarks on what appears to be a realistic socio- 
logical study only to find sudden arbitrary divagations into fantasy, sudden 
strange and inappropriate verbal inflations, uneasy incursions into the territory 
of Freud. It is as if the novelist, afraid to back only his first choice for a win, 
had divided a part of his total outlay among most improbable outsiders. 
Should the book be condemned as a whole, then at least this passage or that 
might win approval. An unfaltering loyalty to their initial intention is one of 
the very few common qualities of Mr. Canetti and Mr. Green. From the first 
page of each of these books one is conscious of a ferocious sense of direction, of 
f d  and elaborate forethought. One knows, and how greatly it enhances one’s 
confidence to know it, that the writer has a pre-ordained course which he wiU 

Mr. Canetti’s course required the greater courage, so great that even the 
reader is conscious of heroism as he nears the conclusion of h s  gigantic and 
uncompromising novel. Auto-da-Fe‘ is long, turgid and repetitive. Blow after 
blow is directed at the reader’s head with the bluntest possible of instruments. 
In my case I emerged so battered that ‘impressive’ was the single, inarticulate 
stutter of criticism which had survived the ordeal. It was only after I had 
recovered my strength that reperusal was able to give me some notion of the 
qualities of this book in reference to others. This in itself is a most unusual 
quality, the capacity to imprison a reader within these five hundred odd pages, 
to block up every chink of light from the outside. Impressive remains the first 
tribute which one must pay. 

At a late point in Auto&-Fe‘ Canetti twice emerges from his self-created 
prison to inform the reader why he prefers to live there rather than in the open 
air. These are welcome and quite unexpected concessions. He complains 
scathingly of the ‘ordinary’ novelist that his task is ‘to reduce the angular, 
painful, biting multifariousness of life as it is all around him, to the smooth 
surface of a sheet of paper, on which it can pleasantly and swiftly be read off’. 
Two pages later the solitary amiable character of the book is confronted with 
a madman. ‘He saw himself as an insect in the presence of a man. He asked 
himself, how could he understand things which came from depths a thousand 
feet deeper than any he had ever dared to plumb.’ These are the two fanatical 
beliefs which drive the book forward, the belief that it is the duty of the novelist 
to deal fully with all the pain and bitterness and horror of contemporary life, 
and the belief that madness is in some sense (the sense appears to change 
radically from time to time) superior to sanity. The first belief is perfectly 
conventional; it is only in Canetti’s curious interpretation of it that uncon- 
ventionality is evident, and even here it is an unconventionality purely of degree. 
There is nothing in this book except pain, bitterness and horror. Now this is 
no damaging criticism of a book unless we are judging it by the very highest 
standards of all. The Inferno would still be a great work of art without its 
sequels, though it is only in conjunction with the Paradiso that it is supremely 

follow without flinching. 
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