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Chapter 1

Introduction

This is the second of two volumes in which a certain ideas which
I call Positive Philosophy are presented. The first volume [1] is
concerned with the theoretical aspects of Positive Philosophy, this
volume is concerned with the practical side. The distinction be-
tween the two corresponds roughly to the distinction between mat-
ters of fact, and judgements of value (after Hume) or that between
natural and moral philosophy in Aristotle.

The first volume therefore addresses questions in epistemology,
metaphysics and logic, in the philosophy of mathematics, science
and engineering. This volume is concerned with what might be
called personal or existential matters, with ethics and morality,
and with political, economic, and other social matters.

In both volumes I am concerned to connect the philosophy with
what seem to me to be important contemporary issues. In both
cases the possible future impacts of information technologies is a
concern, particularly the positive opportunities arising.

In the first the theoretical issues are therefore intimately con-
nected with more practical matters concerning the automation of
reason, to the extent that the epistemology and logic are presented
as an abstract architecture for cognitive cooperation between man
and machine.

In this volume the “practical” philosophy is connected with
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2 CHAPTER 1. INTRODUCTION

some of opportunities and challenges which information technol-
ogy brings to the conduct of our lives and the workings of social
institutions. Of these the ways in which individuals are now and
will in the future be able to influence the world around us, both
through political and economic institutions are of particular inter-
est.

The two volumes are intended to be largely independent. For
that reason I begin this volume with an account of those aspects of
the theoretical philosophy (which I sometimes call “metaphysical
positivism”) which are most important in this context. Principally
this consists in a conception of analytic method, which I seek to
apply here, together with some of the philosophical underpinnings
necessary in explaining and motivating the use of the method.

Beyond a general discussion of practical philosophy, two areas
in which information technology might enable or impell changes
are explored.

These concern the nature of democracy and the operation of
‘free-market’ economies.

The automation of reason is used in the first volume as a way
of focussing an account of a theoretical philosophy. In this volume
an exploration of possible changes in democratic politics and free
market economies serves a similar purpose, providing a motivation
for the preceding account of practical philosophy.



Chapter 2

Metaphysical
Positivism

Metaphysical Positivism is a contemporary positivistic philosophi-
cal system, a further step in a historical thread of which the most
recent substantial advance was made by the Vienna Circle, and in
particular Rudolf Carnap as Logical Positivism.

It is therefore convenient in giving an account of metaphysical
positivism to compare it to logical positivism, or for the sake of
specificity to the mature philosophy of Rudolf Carnap.

The positivism of Rudolf Carnap was primarily concerned with
logical analysis and hence belongs to theoretical philosophy, but
Carnap’s philosophy was aimed at facilitating a transformation in
the way in which science was undertaken. Though the results of
philosophy (insofar as they constitute declarative knowledge) were
in Carnap’s view logical, the role of philosophy was not confined
to obtaining such results. Philosophy was more concerned with
establishing languages and methods for the conduct of science in a
logically rigorous manner, and the philosopher was therefore to be
considered as leading to proposals on such matters for consideration
by scientists.

Positive philosophy provides a broader conception of philoso-
phy within which may be found an analytic core (metaphysical
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4 CHAPTER 2. METAPHYSICAL POSITIVISM

positivism) closely related to Carnap’s ideas. Though I do not con-
ceive it as making proposals, it does involve constructing a frame-
work within which the kind of science envisaged by Carnap might
be conducted. Carnap’s interpretation of his work as the making
of proposals was a way of distinguishing what I would call prescrip-
tive and descriptive analysis (the latter following Strawson’s usage
for metaphysics). The distinction is between the analysis of some
language as it is found and the design of ideal or optimal languages
for particular (or more general) purposes.

Metaphysical Positivism is concerned with rigour in science
(and with “scientific”, i.e. rigorous philosophy). Logical positivism
was scientistic, and inclined to assimilate all bona fide knowledge
into science, and this contributed to an undervaluation of practical
philosophy and a little interest in language which is not descriptive.
Metaphysical positivism, as the analytic part of positive philoso-
phy extends into the domain of practical philosophy in limited but
important ways. It is concerned with all deductive reasoning, and
hence with reasoning about values, morals, and in political or eco-
nomic reasoning insofar as it can be made deductively rigorous, or
to the extent that a deductive element can be isolated.

2.1 Semantics and Epistemology

A central feature of metaphysical positivism is the relationship be-
tween semantics and epistemology.

In ascertaining truth, we must first clarify meaning, with par-
ticular regard in respect of descriptive language, to truth condi-
tions. The semantics then influences the epistemology, via the an-
alytic/synthetic dichotomy. A sentence is analytic if it is invariably
true, synthetic if possibly false. In the former case, a justification
may be given a priori, in the latter a justification, or some other
kind of evaluation, should be a posteriori.

This is so far much the same as the position of Logical Posivism,
and the refutation of logical positivism was accomplished by criti-
cisms of this stance most notable by Quine in his “Two Dogmas of
Empiricism”[2] and Kripke in “Naming and Necessity”. The first
attacked the analytic/synthetic distinction and the possibility of
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defining the semantics of a language. The second the relationship
between the semantic distinction and the epistemological one.

Quine’s arguments represent a skepticism about semantics which
if taken seriously is lethal not only to Logical Positivism but to de-
ductive reason in general. I will not go here into my reasons for
disregarding Quine’s critique of the analytic/synthetic distinction,
which is as important to metaphysical positivism as it was to logical
positivism. I will sketch the rationale for maintaining the relation-
ship between the semantic and epistemological dichotomies pace
Kripke.
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Chapter 3

Historical Themes

The practical side of Positive philosophy is forward looking, seeking
an understanding of morality, politics and economics relevant to a
future in which the human genome might be evolved by design and
in which intelligence is manifest in inanimate or hybrid machines
and networks.

It is desirable in considering such profound changes to connect
our thinking with the history of ideas, so that our projections about
future possibilities are grounded in reflections on past actualities
and ideas.

In this chapter some such connections are sought by tracing the
history of some of the themes in terms of which our future options
are to be analysed.
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