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WHAT MAKES POSSIBILITY POSSIBLE?

BY

GEORGE P. ADAMS






WHAT MAKES POSSIBILITY POSSIBLE?

GEORGE P. ADAMS

15 present, literally had and possessed, denotably there, con-
fronting us, and also a domamn of propheey and potency,
things eventual, tendencies, and possibilities, holding the promise
or threat of something more to come Experience 1s saturated with
such reference to that which transeends, at any given time or place,
what 18 then and there immediately present and directly verified.
Were this not so, were experience restricted to an awareness of
what literally confronts us 1n present given fact, then expectancy,
watehfnl waiting, purposeful planning, attention, exploration and
investigation, memory and remot se would be utterly nonempirieal
mysteries The tiger stallking his prey, the hound following a seent,
the astronomer scanning the heavens, the prospector searchimg for
gold, of these and a thousand like transactions 1s the stuff of ex-
perience primarily comprised
To be sure, something 1n some sense immediately had and exper:-
enced, something here and now present, provides the pou sto, the
anchor or spring board of every transaction and venture of experi-
ence And somewhere mn every experlence there might be dis-
cerned the boundary between such immediately present data and
that more outlying, distant domain not here and now immediately
possessed The history of the problem of knowledge 1s the history
of what reflective thought has made of this sstuation Something is
immediately present in experience I shall use the term “actual” to
denote any such 1ngredient of experience. All experience contains
something actual But no less idubitably does the world which 1s
lived ;n and experienced contan that which transcends the actual,
a trans-actual or hyper-actual 'We live and act and know across
that boundary, wherever 1t lies, between the immediate and the
remote, the given and the hoped or feared for, present data and
what they suggest, imply, portend, and mean

(8]

IT IS THE PARADOX of experience that 1t denotes both that which
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I propose to approach the problem of the meaning and the
status of possibility 1n the light of this peivasive aspect of exper:-
ence. But before I come to the question of possibility, 1t wall be
useful if I formulate briefly certain propositions concerning this
general aspect of experience I shall do so summarily and without
argument

1. We have no experience of an 1solated actual There is never mn
experience an awareness of a pure given and of nothing else be-
sides There 1s no such thing as knowledge by acquaintance alone,
that 1s, knowledge 1n which the content known completely coincides
with something directly and mmmediately given Putting it the
other way around, what 1s actually given can never be known by
1tself 1n total 1solation from everything not so given This means
the shipwreck of any theory of knowledge which supposes that the
world of things known ean be construeted out of entities imme-
diately present 1 experience, given and actual

2 The sumplest object of awareness 1s complex Its complexity
1s twofold It 1s a relational and not a relationless entity Also—
and this will prove more mnteresting for our present problem—the
sumplest object of experience presents 1tself not only as a some-
thing here and now, as a this, but also as having a nature or char-
acter, as a such The most elementary or atomic entity of experi-
ence or awareness 1§ a this-such There 1s a fundamental distinetion
between 1ts thisness and its suchness, between the that (or this)
and the what Itsbeing this precludes 1is being another his or that.
But 1ts bemng of such and such a nature does not preclude 1dentity
with another ssmtar nature, on the contrary, 1t implies at least the
possibility of such identification I perceive a particular green
patch Its being this green patch prevents it from being any other
green patch But its being a pateh of a certamn kind, of a certain
shade of green, 1mplies the possibility of other exemphifications of
the same nature. Even 1f one agrees, as I do, with Stout and others
1 holding that the color of this green patch is & particular, yet it is
a partieular nature and not a particular ¢k¢s which 1s here consid-
ered And because it 1s of this nature or kind, no matter how par-
ticular it is, the thought of other possible occurrences of this
particular shade of green is germane to and impheated in the
awareness of this particular shade of green Thus, the experience
of the simplest and most elementary enfity, so long as 1t is experi-
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enced as having some nature, some what (and I do not know how,
1in the absence of any nature, anything could be experienced),
mmplies the possibility of other oceurrences of the same kind. That
anything has a nature, and that this possibility exists, seem to me
to say one and the same thing We are introduced to possibility i
the most elementary object of awareness and experience

3 What of the thisness, as distinguished from the suchness?
Surely the this 1s wholly actual, with no taint of possibility to
lessen 1ts actuality Even if 1t be admitted that to be or to have a
nature 1s to have a potential spread heyond the actual occurrence,
the here and now this, to other at least possible thises, 1sn’t 1t the
privilege (or defect) of the fhis to exclude everything actual or
possible beyond just ¢this? I do not think so The shadow or spéeter
of possibility intrudes mto the experience of ¢hss no less than 1t
does mto the experience of such It does son several ways Let any
thas present 1itself so that one might say, “ths at least exists ” The
word “exist,” so Stout has reminded us, originally means to step
out or forth, to come forth, to emerge “This exists” means “this
stands out from a background ’ A background makes possible the
existence, the stepping forth of the #his Without such a back-
ground, no this Moreover, the /s 1s what 1s pointed to, indicated,
demonstrated, and denoted In pommting to this or that, I direct
attention to 1t as an object of possible experience for you at the
present time, or for me at some future time Affixing names and
symbols to this and that 1s to do moie than barely indicate through
pomnting It 1s at the very least, as Lewis has so well shown, predic-
tive of other possible experience To designate this thing as an
apple 1s to say what further experiences would ensue 1f one did
thus and thus A series of hypothetical propositions 1s required to
state and to justify the designation of any this

Experience, then, 1s never restricted to the actnal The actual,
as experienced, 1s surrounded by the tians- or hyper-actual
Neither the future nor the past 1s actual as 18 the present In
listening to musie, the only sounds and harmonies which are
actual are the ones being heard These actual sounds constitute a
living present, moving like the crest of a wave through the entire
symphony from beginnimng to end This 1s not to say that only the
actual present exists or s real Iam quite sure that both past and
future events are real and may 1n some measure be kmown The
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past 1s the background from which the actual present steps forth
and exists, 1 being aware of any actual present, I am also aware
of the nonactual but real past and future With respeet to future,
predictable events, Eddington writes

I mnfer the existence m 1999 of a configmation of the sun, earth and moon
whach corresponds to a total echpse The shadow of the moon on Cornwall 1n
1999 1s already in the world of inference It 1s not easy to see mm what way 1t
will gain 1n status when the year 1999 arrives and the eclipse 18 observed !

Eddington can so state 1t only because he supposes—wrongly, as I
think—that no physical state of affairs 1s ever direetly experi-
enced or actual (in my terminology) All physical objects and
happenings are inferred, including those which are mistakenly
said to be perceived now, they belong to the world of inference.
If we abandon this assumption, as I think we must, then the eclipse
observable 11 Cornwall 1n 1999, while 1n some sense 1t 1s real now,
just as the battle of Hastings 1s a real event, will become actual
only when and 1f there will be persons in Cornwall 1n 1999 to
observe the eclipse

In situations such as this, we are confronted wath the first major
domain and meaning of the possible The actual 1s contrasted to
and suriounded by that which 15 other and more than the actual
This other and more than the actnal 1s both the possible and the
real But although more and other than the actual, the possible
and the real are continuous with the actual In seeing a eircular
greenish patch m front of me and i naming 1t an apple, I am
both positing a set of characteis which are now real, eontinuous
with, and linked to the shape actually seen, and asserting the
possibility of experiences which I o1 you would have 1f we manipu-
lated the apple 1n specific ways These possible experiences are like-
wise continuous with my present actual experience of greenish,
circular shape Because of such continuity between this type of the
possible and actual experience, I shall designate this as the “con-
tmuous possible ” This is merely an abbrewiation for “any possible
which 1s continuous with and an extension of any actual experi-
ence ”’ There 18, we shall see, another meaning and domam of the
possible There are possibles not thus continuous with present
actual experience, but transecending, 1n a Sense requiring careful

* Proc Anstotehan Soc, Suppl , X, 168
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definition, both the actual and the real This second kind of possi-
bility I shall designate as “transcendent possibility ” But I wish
first to consider some aspeets of the class of contmmuous possibles—
of entities which streteh beyond the actual, yet are continuous with
the actual

The possible which 1s concerved as a continuation and extension
of the actual 1s the realm of possible experience With respect to
this realm and concept of possible experience, I shall make two
comments Farst, as I have already noted, what 1s actually experi-
enced may be contrasted with what 1s not, yet might be, under
specifiable eonditions, so experienced Or,1t may be contrasted with
what 1s said to be real, as having a being imndependent of 1ts being
experienced What 1s actually experienced may be thought of’as a
fragment of the wider realm of possible experience, or of a world
with respeet to which experience, actual or possible, 1s in a sense
wrrelevant Anyway, since we do sometimes contrast the actually
experienced with possible experience, and sometimes with the real,
a question arises concerning the relation between what 1s said to
be real and what 1s said to belong to the realm of possible experi-
ence The center of the earth has never been actually experienced
‘When now one says that the center of the eaith 1s solid and not
gaseous, what does one mean? For my own part, I am quite sure
that I never mean merely that, 1f I were to dig a tunnel through
the center of the earth and journey halfway through, I should then
have actual experiences of the so1t that I now have when I touch
solid bodies Whatever 1s for me at the present time a possible
experience can become actual only at some future ttme But when
I assert that the center of the earth is solid, I intend to assert a
present state of affairs and not a futme one Moreover, the state-
ment that 1f T or anyone else were to do something, I or the other
person would have certain actual experiences, appears to me to be
a statement about me or someone else rather than a statement about
the center of the earth.

There are two alternative ways of deseribing the relation between
possible experience and the real, depending upon which one of these
18 taken to be the more fundamental One may say By the real I
mean nothing whatever except the possibility of further experi-
ence Or one may say ‘By the possibility of further experience I
mean the present reality of that which transeends actual exper:-
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ence in a manner different from that 1n which possible experience
transcends actual experience The first of these two descriptions
can, I suppose, be called pragmatie It s clearly set forth by Lewis.
‘What does 1t signify [he asks] that there should be verifiably more to any
object than 18 given in the single experience of 1t? It can mean nothing else
than the possibihity of other experiences, of a predictable sort, related to this
experienee 1n particular ways Any other kind of “more” attached to the
presentation would be unvenfiable *
The other way of deseribing the sitnation ean be said to be real-
istiec For the pragmatist of the type just referred to, 1t 1s possible
experience alone which extends and conneets fragmentary bits of
actual experience For the realist, the realm of possible experience
is not left hanging 1n the air, its possibility rests upon a reality
continuous with the bits of reality disclosed hy actual experience
I am not always sure to what extent this difference between a
pragmatic and a realistie interpretation of experience 1s a verbal
one, but I am meclined to think that 1t 18 more than verbal For a
pragmatist such as Lewis, the question, What makes any experi-
ence possible, What 1s 1t that confers upon possible experience its
status of possibility, would, I am sure, be ruled out as meaningless
Possible experience 1s the ultimate category There 1s nothing
more ultimate which makes 1t possible This does not quite satisfy
me The possibility of experiencing solidity at the center of the
earth results from a state of affairs to which the term “possibility”
18 quite nappropriate The solid centel of the earth 1s more than a
possibility It 1s a reality continuous with the reality of the snrface
of the earth which 1s actually experienced The fragmentary bits
and perspectives of nature which manage to filter through the
channels of our sense experience and thus hecome actual for us
need to be woven together, extended, and supplemented The non-
actual filling of nature 1s contiuous w1th the actualized portions—
continuous 1n kind, 1n space-tume, and 1n the modality of its being
I do not know how piecemeal and scattered actualities can be ce-
mented together to form a continuous order by entities which have
merely the status of possibility

That the possibility of possible experience rests upon a reality
continuous with the actual and not 1iself deseribable merely in
terms of possibility 1s indicated by a secbnd consideration The

2C 1. Lewis, Mind and the World Order, p. 72.
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distinetion between the actual and the continuous possible—possi-
ble experience continuous with actual experience—is epistemie.
‘What 1s actual and what 1s possible depends upon us, upon the
position we chance to occupy, the direction of our attention, our
powers of observation, and the hike The fireplace in front of me 1s
now actually experienced While I am experiencing it, the book-
shelves behind me are objects of possible experience All I need
do to transform them into objects actually experienced 1s to turn
around Now it 18 the fireplace which 1s a possible experience It
has ceased to be actually experienced Which of these two 1s to be
actual and which possible depends wholly upon me, 1t being under-
stood that both of them belong to one continuous, real world, inde-
pendent of and mdifferent to the direction of my gaze To’say
that the boundary between the actual and the possible 1s epistemie
1s thus to think of both regions as belonging to the real, and the
boundary line as dependent upon the observer The continuous
possible 1s the extended and supplemented actual, the actual
expanded into and eontinuous with the real

Are there principles of a different type, possibilities which are
not continuous with the presented actual, different in nature and
status from, say, the center of the earth as an object of possible
experience? Are there possibilities the distinetion of which from
erther the actual or the real 1s not epistemie but constitutive? Do
possibilities as such await our discovery, do they exist in rerum
natura? I beheve that there are such possibles, and the remainder
of my discussion will be devoted to them In order to distinguish
them from econtinuous possibles, I propose to call them transecend-
ent possibles In so designating them, however, I would caution the
reader not to conclude at once that 1 am to invoke a separate realm
of subsistence and to populate that world with entities for which
there 1s no place 1n the world of existing nature I may say that
my views of the nature and significance of possibles other than the
extended actual are the outcome of an attempt to avoid the Scylla
of such a realm of subsistence transcending all that exists, and the
Charybdis of a view which finds nowhere a legitimate place for
objective possibilities I want objective and constitutive possi-
bilities, and I do not W&Pt subsistent dualism Of course, what I or
anyone else merely happens to want and to hike has nothing to do
with the validity of theories, but I may be pardoned for so stating
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the matter 1n order to g1ve some mndication of the general drift of
my discussion

A transition to a kind of possibility different from the confinuous
possible 1s 1ndicated by an aspect of the realm of possible experi-
ence All the objects of possible experience are more than possible
They are extensions of the actunal But there are possible verifica-
tions of the real, the extended actual, which are not and never
will be real The taste of poisonous mushrooms, I hope never to
verify. If men are judicious m picking mushrooms, the taste will
never be verified The taste itself 15 a possible actnal (To defend
this statement would requiie a discussion of the status of second-
ary qualities which I must here forego ) The term “possible exper:-
ence” 15 ambiguous It may mean either the object of a possible
experience, or 1t may mean the possibility of verifying, of actualiz-
1ng such an object in or through experience

There 1s an indefinitely vast realm of possible verifications, of
possible experiences, which may never become actual verifications;
they always 1eman transcendent to actual experience Royce, m
the discussion of his third coneeption of Being, laid stress upon
this sitnation
There are countless possible experiences which you never test .. The prices
and eredits of the commere1al world mvolve far more numerous types of valid
possible experience than any prudent meichant cares to test, for if these
faets are valid as they are coneeived, thear very Being includes possibilities
of unwise investment and bankruptey, which the prudent business man recog-
nizes only to avoid In faet, since our whole voluntary life 1s selective, we all
the fime recognize possibilities of experience only to shun the testing of them ?

Now the possibilities thus recognized by us—only to shun their
testing and verification—are not the objects to which these possi-
bilities make reference They are possible alternative ways of
behavior between which we make a choiece We now have, m a
rejected alternative, a possible which 15 not an extended actual,
nor continuous with the actual, but only a possibility. It has a
status quite different from that of the center of the earth, or of the
wall behind my back. These objects of possible experience are
always more than mere possibilities. They are, 1f not actual, at
least real. There are countless testings and verifications of such
objects, which always remain possibilities and never become any-

* Royee, W orld and Indwidual, I, 258.



Adams: What Makes Possibility Possible? 11

thing more Some of these possibilities of verification also become
actual I mean by a transcendent possibility one which always
remains just a possibility Continuous possibilities are the real,
hence more than possible, objects of possible verification We have
now to consider more 1n detall transcendent possibilities

An objective realm of transcendent possibilities does, prima
facie, confront us In both practical and theoretical intercourse
with our world we are constrained to take account of objective
possibilities just as we are with actualities and the reals which are
continuous with them Let us survey some of the inhabitants of
the domain of objective possibilities I would direet attention to
three kinds of possibility—the alternative, the capacity, and the
tendency ‘

We are confronted hy alternatives whenever we are in a prob-
lematic situation Problematic situations are either practical or
theoretical A practical problematie situation 1s one 1 which the
problem takes on the form of What 1s to be done? Qwid facien-
dum? When I wish to use my car and can’t start 1it, I am in a
problematic situation Theie are alternative modes of procedure
I can expermment in a variety of ways with the car, or I can
abandon the car, ask to bor1ow my neighbor’s car, or call a taxi, or
walk, or give up going altogether Possible, alternative modes of
behavior econfront me and, no matter what I do, I make a choice
Ethical problems, in which there are conflicts of interests and
desires, of loyalties and duties, consist of the presence 1n my world
of competing, alternative determinations of conduet and interest
My decision decrees which of these possibilities shall become actual
But, prior to my decision, I am aware of and possess a knowledge
of the relevant possible alternatives There 1s, I may note in pass-
mg, no adequate provision for this prior knowledge of possibilities
in an instrumental theory of mind and of knowledge For anatural-
1stie, biological theory of mind, the function which mind performs
18 pragmatic and operational It exists in order to effect recon-
structions in experience, to manipulate, contrive, and control. In-
telligence arises under the stress of complex, problematic situations
for which habit and routine are inadequate. Intelhgence is said to
be practical, and supposedly it 1s the vice of traditional, classical
philosophy to conecerve of the mind and of knowledge as a contem-
plative spectator. I would point out that the mind would be wholly
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helpless to resolve or reconstruct a problematic situation unless 1t
first had just such a econtemplative, spectator knowledge of objec-
tive possible alternatives Before we can reconstruet our econome
order intelligently we need to know, m the traditional sense of
contemplative presentation, what the objective possibilities really
are. Without such contemplative knowledge, mind could not per-
form 1ts equally important funetion of gmiding practice

In theoretical experience we are hkewise confronted with prob-
lematic situations, containing ohjective, alternative possibilities
A theoretical problematie situaiion 1s one 1n which there are com-
peting possible alternative explanations and interpretations of
given fact These possible explanations are hypotheses There are
two" differences between practical and theoretical problematic
situations Each of several alternative scientific or theoretical
hypotheses can be tested 1n turn, and the most adequate hypothesis
selected But, in every practical choice among alternative possible
actions, the decision to do this rather than that precludes the actual
testing, 1n that unique situation, of any alternative mode of be-
havior Shall I boil or seramble these eggs? Either 1s possible, but
I cannot test both possibilities 1 any smgle practical s:tuation If
I want to know whether a number 1s prime or not, I can test each of
these two alternative possibilities

In the second place theoietical questions appear to differ from
practical questions primarily m the method of their resolution, in
the source of the decision decrecing which possible alternative 1s
to be chosen It 1s not we who make the decision, but the evidence
and the facts “Isthisa dagger which I see before me ¥’ To put this
question 1s to be confronted by at least two alternatives each of
which, prior to a decision, 15 possible Either 1t 15 a dagger or 1t 1s
not Whether 1t 1s or 1s not depends on how this thing behaves when
I manipulate 1t The alternative possibilities relevant to a theoret-
ical question need not be explicitly formulated. Ilow many quail
are there at this moment in my garden? I cannot see and therefore
cannot count them The alternative possibilities are but vaguely
defined There may be none, or one or two or three—any number
up to a vague Iimit I am qmite certain that there are not a milhion

Alternative possibilities are not restricted with respect to their
temporal reference We discover alternative possibilities in the
past as well asin the present and future. Otherwise, the conditional
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perfect tense would be inexplicable and meaningless The chess
moves which I might have made and the one which I now see that
I ought to have made instead ot the one that 1 actually made, are
alternative possibles relevant to the past Renouwvier wrote a
hypothetical history of Europe “not as 1t was but as 1t might have
been” if the Christians had remained an Eastern sect and had not
obtamed political mastery of the West And Gibbon, 1n a famous
passage, recounts the possible consequences which might have
attended a Saracen victory at the Battle of Tours “Perhaps the
mterpretation of the Koran would now be taught in the schools
of Oxford, and her pulpits might demonstrate to a circumeised
people the sanctity and truth of the revelation of Mahomet ” An
economic depression which might have been worse and more severe
than the actual depression 1n which we now find ourselves 1s an
alternative possibility relevant to a present state of affairs The
possible chess moves which I may make when I next play are
objective possibilities relevant to the immediate future Possibili-
ties relevant to the past and the present always remain transcend-
ent possibilities, whereas some possibilities relevant to the future
may become actual

A second type of transcendent possibility 1s indicated by the
capacities 1n terms of which we deseribe things Cotton 1s inflam-
mable, sugar 1s soluble dogs a1 e teachable, and so forth Adjectives
like these, formed by the suffix “ble” denote the capability or
possibility of exhihiting certamn characteristies under certain
general, specifiable conditions This lump of sugar 1s soluble
though 1t may never be actually dissolved Its solubility 1s just as
objective a character of the sugar as its shape, s1ze, and specific
gravity Locke put his finger on such objective possibilities when
he declared that “powers form a gieat part of our complex 1deas
of substances ” The description of things in terms of their possi-
bilities, their capacities, does explicitly the very thing which, as
we saw above, is implied by the nature or suchness of anything,
even by the apparently sumple, atomie qualities such as this partie-
ular shade of green To have such and such a nature or character-
istic 1s to be capable of other equally particular possible exemplhfi-
cations Capacities denoge this spread beyond the actual in a more
explicit manner than do ssmple natures and atomic qualhties

A tendency 1s another kind of possibility, prima facie objective
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A tendenecy is distingmished from a capacity—not sharply—in that
a capacity of anything depends for its actualization upon the
positive presence of other things and outlying conditions, whereas
a tendency does not Sugar 1s soluble Whether any bit of sugar
will be actually dissolved depends upon 1its being 1mmersed 1n a
ligquad. There 1s no tendency toward solution in the sugar itself
On the contrary, a coiled spring tends to unwind For the tend-
ency to be realized and made actual, 1t 1s onlv required that 1t be
let alone What things and structures do really have tendencies,
so that a negative pohicy of laissez fane 1s all that 1s needed to 1n-
sure their fruation, 1s another question T suggest in passing that
the modern social and economic theory of laissez faire may be m
grievous erro1 precisely because of an uneritical aseription (in
Aristotelian and Scholastie fashion) of tendenecies to the ingreds-
ents of social processes The lustory of science 1s, 1n large measure,
the substitution of :1elational capacities for inherent tendencies.
Alternatives, eapacities, and tendencies by no means exhaust
the universe of possibilities Theie 1s a familiar passage 1n Hume’s
Enguiry which indicates how vast and apparently inexhaustible
that universe 1s Hume 1s poitraying what he takes to be a false and
unwarranted view of the power and scope of thought
Nothing [he says] seems more unbounded than the thought of man, which
not only escapes all human power and authority, but 1s not even restramed
within the limits of nature and reality While the body 1s confined to ome
planet, along which 1t erceps with pain and difficulty, the thought can in an
mstant transport us into the most distant regions of the universe What never

was seen or heard of may yet be conecived, nor 1s anything beyond the power
of thought, except what imphes an absolute contradiction *

This passage 1s cited to bring before us the apparent correlation
between the world or worlds of the possible, mnfinitely wealthier
than the world of reality, and the function of thought as distinet
from sense experience A creature endowed with sensory aware-
ness alone, were this possible, would have no apprehension of any
possibilities Tts world would be limited to the present actual There
would be for such a creature no alternatives, capacities, tendencies,
no “might have beens,” fictions, nor supposals The question con-
cerning the nature and status of possibles 1s the question concern-
ing the nature and status of objects of tnought, and acecordingly

« Hume, BEnquiry Conocsrning Human Understanding (ed.Selby-Bigg),p 18.



Adams: What Makes Possibiity Possible? 15

the question concerning the office and function of reason or thought
in experience The realm of the possible, thus expanded beyond
alternatives, capacities, and tendencies, to imelude fietions and
1mmaginary creations, David Copperfield and Timothy Forsyte,
the exploits of Jack the Giant Xiller. and the adventures of Alce,
the pantheons and pandiablons of mythology and superstition—
this appears to be a realm of possibles which are transcendent of
the actual with a vengence Yet all such entities are possible,
because men concerve and imagime them

Let us explore this realm and t1y to see what 1t 1s that sustains
our human interest m the possible as anything whatever which 18
imaginable or conceivable I want to show that this realm is
genuinely objective, and that 1t does not constitute a world *of
essence or subsistence, separate from what exists, from nature, if
nature means the totality of what exists

‘We are not content merely to allocate all concervable entities, all
possibles, to a realm sepaiate from the world of real and actual
existence We have, rather, a profound interest 1n discovering the
difference between two kinds of such eoncervable, transcendental
possibles In all the typical major forms of human experience we
have a vital and peisistent concern with the difference, as we are
likely to say, between what 1s really possible and what 1s not really
possible It will avoid confusion if I refrain from using the terms
“real” and “unreal ” Ilowever, the distinction here, like that be-
tween real and unreal elsewhere, 1s eulogistie 1n that 1t 1s not inde-
pendent of considerations of interest and value We might, without
mmpropriety, call the two sorts of possibles “good” and “bad ” Per-
haps we can best use the terms “genune” and “spurious” I am
saymng that this 1s a distinetion which falls wathin the very wide
universe of the possible as the baiely thinkable and that there are
two kinds of possibles, spurious and genurne But of course a
spurious possibility tuins out to be not really a possibility at all
It is an impossibility, and we reach the somewhat curious result
that an imposstbility is a certain kind of possibility.

This 18 not so paradoxical as it sounds, for there is a further
ambiguity m the meaning of “possibility,” and we have to dis-
tinguish between an unrestricted and a restricted denotation of the
possible Only in the narrower sense does the possible coincide with
the conceivable In its unrestricted semse, possibility means not
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conceivability but, as 1t were, anything that 1s a candidate for
conceivability And not all candidates pass the test Impossibility
18 a candidate, hence possible in the wide sense, but 1ts candidacy
is rejected and therefore 1t 1s 1mmpossible Are round squares possi-
ble? Yes and no When I ask this question, I am proposing a round
square as a candidate for the status of possibility Round squares,
as Alexander says, though self-contiadictory and impossible can
nevertheless be “entertamned m thought ” But as soon as the 1dea 1s
entertained and proposed, 1t 1s rejected as really inconceivable As
a proposal, 1t 1s a possthility As a rejected candidate 1t is yudged
to be a spurious possibility, that 1s, an impossibility This 1s a sim-
pPle example No extended process 1s needed to test the genmineness
of this possibility But mathematics 1s full of examples of this same
general kind, differing only from the round square 1 the length
of the interval between the proposal and the decision Is 1t possible
to square the cirele or to fii1sect an anele with straight edge and
ecompass? These questions do not answer themselves immediately
They have occasioned difficulty in the history of mathematics Men
have tried to square the cirele and to tricect an angle Thereis a
longer interval between the proposal of these and the decision
which rejects ihem, than there 1s 1n the consideration of round
squares These are possible until they are shown to be not possible
But even after their spurious possibility, theiwr impossibility, has
been demonstrated, they still 1etain the status of having been can-
didates for possibility, that 1s possible m the unrestricted sense
Round squares cirele squaring and the hike are not genuinely
possible because they are internally diserepant and self-contradie-
tory There 1s a second class of rejected possibles, another ground
for recognizing some possible entities as spurious or 1mpossible.
There are possibilities (1n the wide sense) which are rejected as
spurious not because they are internally disecrepant but because
they do not accord with the known conditions of the real world, of
the actual and the extended actual. So far as I know, there is
nothing internally or logically econtradietory in the notion of a
perpetual motion machine Unhlike a round square, it 18 logically
possible both 1n the unrestricted and in the narrower sense. Yet
physicists tell us that a perpetual motion machine is nof genuinely
possible Itsimpossibility arises from the fact (1f it be a faet) that
1t is no posmible determinant of any general determinable or set
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of determinables which ecomprises the known nature of physiecal
processes If this were all, we might hope some day to discover a set
of general determimables of which a perpetnal motion machine
would be a determinate arrangement Such a hope seems ground-
less 1n the light of our present knowledge of the general conditions
of natural processes

Thus, there are two mamn types of spurious possibles, two
grounds for rejecting candidates for the status of genuine possi-
bility Either the proposed possibility collapses immediately or
eventually through internal contradiction, or 1t conflicts with some
known general conditions of nature What 1s left are genuine or
real possibilities The diseovery of genuine possibilities and their
diserimination from spurious possibilities 1s a momentous affaif in
human experience In such diserimmation and discovery lies the
essential office of reason, of thought, of intelligence Mind itself,
from 1its very fiist beginnings, 1s elicited by the existence of real
possibilities 1n the one world which 1s the habitat of mind The
intelligent direction of behavior, the resolution of problematie situ-
ations, foresight, and purposive planning, hinge upon the dis-
covery of genuine possibihities and their diserimination from
spurious possibles What we most need to know in the present
economie crisis are the 1eal possibilities 1esident within our exist-
g economic and social structures If the relevant possibilities are
viewed as mhabiting a separate domain of subsistence, then there
18 nothing which men can do to alter and control the actual situa-
tion How, indeed, real possibilitres exist within the one world of
nature, I have presently to consider Before doing this, I shall deal
briefly with two other mattexs

The discovery of genmine possibilities within our world is not
only of supreme practical importance What appear to be aesthetie
and mmaginative creations of poets and novelists are, i part, the
discovery of real possibilities What does Mr Galsworthy do in
creating the Forsyte family? The mndividual, Timothy Forsyte,
is mndeed a fiction. His birth certificate is not recorded in Somerset
House Nevertheless, I thimk 1t 13 wholly false and misleading to
say, as Russell does in speaking of the difference between Hamlet
and Napoleon,

that 1t 18 of the very essence f fichon that only the thoughts, feelings, etc m
Shakespeare and his readers are real, and that there is not, 1n addition to them,
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an objective Hamlet. When you have taken account of all the feelhmgs roused
by Napoleon 1n wnters and readers of history, you have not touched the actual
man, but in the case of Iamlet you have come to the end of him.”
But I think 1t is nonsense to say that the existence of Hamlet 1s
dispersed among the thoughts, feelings, and mental events of 1n-
numerable minds in the last thiee hundred and forty-four years.
Hamlet is no more mental than was Napoleon, though Shake-
speare’s creation of Hamlet and the reader’s appreciation of him
may properly be called “mental.” 1f anything is I agree with Stout
in calling such literary fictions real possibilities Timothy Forsyte
is a real possibility because his character and actions eonform to the
real general conditions of 1ecent Englhsh social and economie Iife
These general determinables are ohserved, discovered, contem-
plated, and portrayed by Mr Galsworthy Timothy Forsyte 1s an
mndividual determmant of such real general determinables If the
novel 1s true to life, there 1s no collision between the determinate
individual men and events portiayed and any of the known gen-
eral conditions and variables which quite literally exist within
some specific historical eulture Imagimative ereation and mmvention
here as elsewhere rest upon 1nsight and diseovery I should go even
farther and say that the ridiculous creations of the exuberant
fancy of Mr Wodeliouse, or the Yankee mm King Arthur’s Court,
or the meredible exploits of the ereatwes of myth and fairyland,
all rest upon some geneial known conditions of nature and experi-
ence The general determinables with which they collide, which
make them as a whole impossible, are ssmply left out of acecount
There 1s always some discoverable general feature of our world,
some exasting universal, I should say, which makes possible the
wildest creations of 1magination and faney In this respect they
are all really possible They are seen to be spurious possibles, 1m-
possibles, only when all the known general conditions of nature are
taken into account. Practical experience differs from aesthetie
experience in that it requires a consideration and knowledge of
the entire range of relevant general conditions

Secondly, I would observe that the distinetion between spurious
and genuine possibles 1s not epistemic This marks 1ts radical
difference from the distinetion between the actual and an object
of possible experience It 1s our perspective, our observing or fail-

& Russell, Mathematscal Phtiosophy, p. 169,
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ure to observe, upon which depends the boundary between the
actual and the continuous possible. But no alteration of our per-
spective, nothing that we can do, affects the boundary between
spurious and genuine possibles, between the impossible and the
possible We diseover what 1s really possible, 1ts existence does not
wait upon our knowledge The framework of the possible 1s set for
us and not by us Withmn that framewoirk we act and choose, 1mag-
me and coneeive, mvent and ereate The guestion I would now ask
15, What makes possible the distinetion between spurious and genu-
ine possibles, between the impossible and the possible ? What makes
genuine possibilifies possible ?

I shall outline my answer to this question through a brief con-
sideration of certain types of philosophical analysis which pse-
clude any such disecrimination, and therefore any discovery and
knowledge of the genuminely possible I am willing to make this the
test of the adequacy of a plulosoplical theory Can you show how,
1n terms of your theory the distinction between the impossible and
the possible—and this means the diseovery of the genuinely possi-
ble—is plausible and significant? I say this because in the dis-
covery of the possible there 1s compressed pretty much the whole
venture of mind and of human experience

There are two contrasted types of philosophy, both of which
make 1mplausible and impossible any distinetion between spurious
and genumne possibles ITume and Ber gson may serve as examples
of one type, Bradley and Bosanquet as examples of the other Ae-
cording to Hume, the contrary of any matter of fact 15 always
posstble It 1s really possible for the fire burning in my hearth to
congeal me mnstead of warming me There 1s no knowledge of any
general conditions, determinables, and structures in nature which
precludes this as a spurious possibility Tf we rule out this and its
kind as highly improbable and gmde our actions aceordingly, 1t is
not because of any rational or cognitive msight mto the connee-
tions and relatedness of events within a system, but solely because
of an irrational and instinetive propensity, necessary for life but
without reasonable or theoretical warrant. Now I submit that
where anything whatever is possible, nothing is really or genu-
inely possible Unless there 1s some ground for distinguishing what
is really possible from spurious possibilities, 1t 15 meaningless to
say that fhis and notf that 1s possible But, as we have seen, this is
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just what we need to know 1if intelligent practice 1s possible The
search for the really possible implies the rejection of all sorts of
merely concervable possibles as spurions and rmpossible Is the
Russian economie system possible for us in America? It 1s con-
cervable, no mternal contradictions need he present Whether 1t
18 or 18 not really possible depends upon what we know about the
dominant scheme or structure within our economic life, and
whether the specific Russian plan 1s a determinate individual con-
cretion of such general determinables as are actually found to exist
in our situation For Hume, anything whatever i1s possible, or
(what amounts to the same thing) nothing 1s genuinely possible,
because of his nominalism He denies knowledge of anything in
nsture except paiticular, actual or real, entities He denies the ex-
1stence of general, pervasive recurrent patterns, types, rhythms
For him, reason and thonght do no more than provide pale replicas
of particular impressions They yield no msight mto the general
strueture of things

Bergson 1s a Hume who takes time seriously Like Hume, Berg-
son refuses to accord to reason and thought any theoretical insight
into the general patterns and stiuctutes of reality The creative
advance of duration moves within no foimal organized structures
There are no known genetal, 1elational patterns which provide the
framework of concrete events There 1s no knowledge, no cognitive
diseovery of recurient types, forms, schemata of organization,
within which moves the ereative mmpulsion of nature From each
actual living piesent, there 15 a blind. unpredictable, forward
thrust, a ecreative leap 1 the dark unconstrained by any formal,
general, mtelligible structure A mind devoted solely and purely to
knowledge. uncontaminated by any practical necessities of acting,
of choosing and controlling things, would he wholly absorbed in
the actual. Unlike Hume’s actual, that of Bergson 1s not punectual,
atomie, and nontemporal The present actual 1s a duration pene-
trated by the past which 1s literally carried along in and by the
present The entire content and wealth of the real 1s packed within
the present actual and 1ts creative advance into novelty. What is 1t,
then, that leads or misleads the mind to entertain the notion of
anything nonactual, ranging from the possible to non-being ¢ Berg-
son tells us that all the major difficulties and problems of philaso-
phy arise from the fact that the schemata necessary for human
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action adventure beyond their proper domam The necessities of
action and control breed conecepts and hahits of thought which
intrude mto, inteet, and falsify our cognitive and theoretical ap-
prehension of reality The 1equirements of practical action invoke
and mply the notion of something nonactual, of nothing, and of
the limbo of the possible, suspended halfway between nothing and
existence 'When theoretical insight 1s purified and made immune
from such contamination, nothing remains but the actual Bergson
18 true to the spirit of Positivism 1n this polemie against any species
whatever of the nonactual Ile differs from the scientific Positiv-
1sm of Mach and Schlick, and f1om the positivistic wing of the neo-
Kantian movement i making the notion of the possible, the
nonactual, spring, not from the aceidental shorteomings of dur
observation and knowledge, but from the illegitimate mtiusion of
practical concepts mnto the domamn of knowledge and imtwmtion

The result 1s that for Bergson. as for Hume, there can be no
diserimination between spurious possibilities and genuine possi-
bilitzes, that 1s to say, hetween the impossible and the possible.
For Bergson, as for ITume, nothing 1s really possible because,
viewed 1 the light of what we may know, anything and every-
thing are possible For both ITume and Bergson, we possess no
knowledge of structures, forms, recurrent schemata, relational
systems which indubitably belong to the real no less than do
atomic mpressions or creative, present durations A demal of such
forms and structures 1s the one characteristic earmark of all de-
grees and varieties of nominalism

Does real possibility, distinguishable from spurious possibility
or impossibility, fare any better in the type of philosophy repre-
sented by Bradley or Bosanguet? I do not think that it does Here,
the ground upon which real possibility 1s, 1n the end, excluded. 18
not that there are no recognizable structures and patterns mn the
world, apprehended by thought, hut that ultimately there is
nothing else The real universal is concrete and not abstract. Possi-
bility 1s a species of necessity The real absorbs the possible. Con-
crete, particnlar specifications and details low from and are de-
termined by the universal which pervades them In the conerete
umversal, the true individual, the universal 1s exhaustively dis-
played without remainder in the total spread of its particular
manifestations There can be 1n the Absolute no possible exempli-



22  Umwersity of Califorma Publications in Philosophy

fications of the universal other than those which do comprise the
actual, necessary contents and life of the Absolute

Bradley has made explicit denial of the existence of the abstract
universal “The abstiact universal and the abstract particular are
what does not exist . what 1s real 1s the indivaidual  the ab-
stract universal is a mental ereation, not a fact outside our heads ¢
That 1s to say the coneept of possibility reflects only our ignor-
ance. It 15 not only not constitutive not a hona fide metaphysical
concept; 1t 18 not even epistemic To characterize 1ts status, one
would have to invent a term which 1s related to “ignorance” as
“epistemie” 1s related to the reyuiiements and necesstties of our
knowledge Bosanquet puts it without amhiguity
P;smblhty results 1n referring to reality, without transition, but subject fo an
estmate, what 15 only connected with it by transitions. When the whole transm-
tion is made explieit, the allegation of possibility 13 superseded The judgment
which has all 1ts condifions and reservations fullv assigned to it 18 of the
apoderchic order, possibility arses from effecting the reference to reality
apart from the conditions The 1dea of “possibility™ 13 our substitute for the

omitted conditrons, Obvicusly, such an 1dea may emanate from all degrees of
confused perception or of reflection 7

Now I am far from thinking that there 1s nothing to be said for
the kand of thing which. 1n Hegelian termmology has been named
or rather misnamed the “concrete universal ” The concrete organ-
ized structures and processes of nature, life, and mind exhibit an
endless variety This variety 1S in part describable in terms of the
relative looseness or compactness between the umiversal dominant
scheme, the relational pattern on the one hand, and the particular
empirical details, the factual content on the other hand Qur world
contains both machines and symphomes, space-time patterns and
the Platonic Form of the Good Al forms, principles of organiza-
tiom, all universals are abstract even those discoverable within the
most concrete and mdividual structures There 1s always that 1s,
some gap, not only for our knowledge or ignorance, but within
nature or reality between any schemata and 1ts empirical detail.
The latter 1s always, 1n some measure, contingent This is, I take 1t,
the meaning of Whitehead's deseription of every actuality, every
actual occasion, as a “decision ” Decision 1s 1n 1ts root meaning a
“cutting off,” an exclusion of alternativeractualizations within the

8 Bradley, Logte, I, 188. 7 Bosanquet, Logte, I, 373
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framewor k of the possible Such a framework is always present. It
is no artifact, no consequence of 1g2norance, nor is 1t to be super-
seded at any more adequate level of knowledge The question, What
makes possibility possible ? 1s the question, What makes 1t possible
to distingnush between spurions and genmne possibles, beftween
the impossible and the possible ? In what sort of world 1s 1t possible
to discover real possibilities ? That kind of world, I have suggested,
lies somewhere between the worlds of Ilume and Bergson and the
Hegelian world of Bradley and Bosanquet, defined ultimately 1n
terms of the concrete universal It will be a world in which there
are types, kinds, relational structures, forms, and universals It
will be a world 1n which such general detexminables have possible
occurrences as well as actual occurrences The existence of such
possible occurrences 15 the existence of those more general strue-
tures It will be a world whose factual details are made intelligible
by the more general patterns and forms which they exemplhify, but
which are not deducible, without remamnder, from such general
struetures It will be a world of which the theoretical grasp and
knowledge and practical mastery require the presence and the
activity of 1deas, of thought, and of reason It will be a world the
very first impaet of which upon any sensitive thing or organism
implies and entails the thought of that whieh transcends the 1m-
mediately delivered content It will be a world 1n which the fune-
tion of reason, 1mplicitly present in the simplest sensory response,
is none other than a disclosure of objective possibilities For as
Kemp Smith, to whom much of my discussion 1s greatly indebted,
has remarked, 1t is “with the possible that reason, qua reason, is
primarily concerned ”

Is such an aceount as this adequate to the inexhaustible range of
objects of thought, of possibles in the unrestricted sense, including
contradictions and the creations of fancy and 1magination as well?
Can such an account do justice to what Alexander has described
as the “hiberty of the mind, released from the econtrol established
in sense by things” 1 This question is answered in the negative by
all those who lodge possibilities, together with all objects of
thought, supposifion, and 1magination in a separate domain of sub-
sistent nonexistence. They are made to inhabit a literal no-place,
a utopia With reference to all such types of subsistent realism, I
shall Innit myself to one comment I should like to place the mo-
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tives—and they are urgent ones—which lead to such an extrusion
of objects of thought from the actual and the real alongside of
those motives which have led to the expulsion from nature of
secondary qualities It 1s quite clear that nature was not described
exclusively m terms of extension, of primary qualities, because
secondary qualities had first been authenticated as mental and sub-
jeetive It was the other way around Seecondary qualities were
voted out of nature hecause there was no place for them 1n nature
as described and mterpreted in a certamn way 1n terms of mechan-
1stienaturalism The traditional dualism of primary and secondary
quahties. of nature and mind holds out now a challenge and a
problem Are there any equally or more adequate alternative mnter-
pretations of nature which find a legitimate place 1 nature for
seecondary qualities? Perhaps the expulsion of secondary qualities
from nature 15 a dodge necessitated by an attractive and relatively
simple deseription The lure of theoretical simpheity may mask
objective complexities Can we formulate a description of nature
as overlapping and mcluding secondary qualities? I know of no
such completely adequate deseription, but 1 think that those who
are searching for one are on the 11ght track I will leave 1t to the
reader to cairy over the analogy fiom this affair of primary and
secondary qualities to the question of the relation between the
objects of sense experience—the actual and the continuously ex-
panded actnal—and objects of thonght, possibilities Any deserip-
tion of the real, of the world of objects of actual and possible
experience, which banishes objects of thought to a separate doman
15, at best, a challenge It stimulates doubt such an interpretation
may be altogether too simple Transcendent possibles, alternatives,
capacities, and tendencies, of which all the exemplifications may,
yes, can, never be actual, are nevertheless discovered by mind, by
thought and 1deas, within the one world which comprises the
habitat of our minds, the one mexhaustible domain of our knowing,
our appreciation, and our dong.



POSSIBILITY AND IDENTITY

BY

BRALPH W. CHUBCH






POSSIBILITY AND IDENTITY

RALPH W CHURCH

HEN A MAN says to himself, “Anything is possible,” he
\ ’s ; then uses “possible” to mean what 1s meant by “conceiv-
able ” In this sense of the term, 1t 1s not possible that a
child today enjoying his tenth birthday should tomorrow die of old
age, whereas 1t 1s possible that peace should some day reign on
earth This sense of the texm may be called that of the gratultou'sly
possible, 1t 18 the sense 1n which a man 1s free to make statements
wherein subject and predicate are ecompatible, or to :rmagine what-
ever may oceur to him If such irresponsible mental activities are
sometimes more than futile, that would seem to be because, 1n their
occurrence, they suggest fur ther possibilities which are not merely
gratuitous, but which might be actuahzed The return of a mon-
archy 1s possible both 1n France and 1n Germany, not simply n the
sense that this 1s conceivable, but in the sense that, 1f certain con-
ditions were fulfilled, such would be the government 1n both coun-
tries The gratuitously possible raises no question of what might or
might not come to pass, like the liberty of indifference, 1t 1s fatu-
ously sufficient unto itself Genuine, or real possibilities, on the
contrary, are such as comprehend not what is conceivable merely,
but what econceivably can happen
The guestion, then, about the nature of possibihity would seem
to be, What 1s the import of judgments that express beliefs con-
cerning what can happen ? It 1s surely true that an essay on possi-
bility which 1gnored the problematic judgment, would be i1n that
respect barren for logical theory. It 1s not however clear that an
attempt which should concentrate exclusively on the meaning of
the modal judgment, “A may be B,” could fail to ignore a consid-
eration fundamental to any theory about the problematic judg-
ment, that is, the status of what is possible. If the judgment,
“English currency may Jepreciate further in value,” 1s not ident:-
cal with the possibility of the pound being further depreciated in
value, then no acecount of the problematic judgment can be a theory

[27]
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about possibility We are, then, faced with two distinet questions,
one concernming the nature of the modal judgment, “A may be B,”
and the other concerning the status of what may be 'The second
would seem to be fundamental to the first Without an articulated
view of the term “possibility” as the proper or improper name of
something 1eal to which problematic judgments can refer, 1t would
be presumptuous to look for any genwine import mn the proble-
matic Judgment at all Yet, since an adumbration of what I take
to be the character of the modal form called the problematie 1s the
best preface I can manage to what I wish to say about the nature
of possibility, so far as that 15 the condition of gennine proble-
matie judgments I shall be guiliy of that presumption

I shall begm, then, by asking what meaning 1s to be assigned
logical theory to the predicate, “possible” I shall then urge that
being repeatable 1s the possible so far as that 1s the presupposition
of the genuineness of modal judgments of the form, “A may be B,”
and I shall attempt to give reasons for 1¢jecting certain views to
the contrary Finally, I shall urge that the predicate “possible” 1s
not the proper name of any generic or specific sort of 1eality, that
it means what 1s meant by qualities and relations heing intrinsi-
cally individnated and selfadentical and therefore repeatable

To ask what meaning 1s to be assigned to the predicate “possible”
in the not gratuitous bhut 1ather genuine and 1 esponsible use of that
term, 1s to inquu e ahout the sense i whach the predicate “possible”
can mean what 1s meant by “what can happen ” Planly, not “what
1s happening,” nor “what must happen ” The assertoric judgment,
as Joseph has pointed out, may be either unreflective or reflective
If the former, 1t expresses the content of a consciousness which at
that moment 1s unmediated by conscious memory, reflection, or
doubt Such assertorie judgments express an attitude of primitive
credulity or mere animal faith, they are limited to the obvious, and
exemplified 1n what Johnson calls primitive propositions The re-
flective form, if not itself always mediated, 1s at least always con-
sciously accompanied by reflection and doubt, and thus may be
asserted with some awareness of 1fs own assumptions In reflection
on and doubt of those assumptions questions are tentative con-
cerning why the datum must be so, or concerning how such things
can happen Should the datum be a triangular object, the necessity
that 1t have three angles would of course be 1nternal to the form
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of the object, whereas the necessity that my eyes should ache would
of course be external to that discomfort In this second sense of the
term, and if the law of causality holds, whatever exists 1s necessary
And 1f the existent 1s the actual, 1t would seem to follow that in
existence there can be no distinetion between the actual and the
necessary, and no place for the possible I shall later on urge that
this, 1f used 1n the atlempt to denote specific sorts of reality, is 1
one sense true of the terms “actual” and “possible ” But with
respect to their use in the modal forms of judgment 1t 1s not, I
think, true at all One may be 1mpelled by the obvious to assert its
existence, while at the same time making conseiously no assump-
tions at all about the conditions of that existence Again, tahe
reflective assertoric judgment, uttered mn spite of no matter how
many tentative or definite questions about 1ts grounds, there still 1s
the presented objeet of the judgment, distinet both from questions
about 1ts grounds and the grounds themselves There 1s then an
epistemie distinetion hetween the actual as this experience of mine,
and the actual as what exists in any other connection whatsoever
Thus the assertoric judgment 13 concerned with the effect of a
causal system, and not at all with the necessity or non-necessity
that certain causes should have this effect The apodeictic judg-
ment, on the econtrary, intends to asseit that A must be B either in
virtue of the character of A alone, or hecause the ground of the
necessity external to A and B 1s apprehended

The genuinely possible, 1t has heen suggested, 18 what can
happen It 1s, then, what would happen necessarily were the suffi-
cient conditions fulfilled As distinguished from 1its gratuitous
contrary, the genuinely possible 1s whatever 1s assumed to be the
consequence of particular conditions Certain political and eco-
nomie conditions heing given, the 1eturn of a monarchy in France
18 possible But i asserting this. we do not mean to assert that all
the conditions exist And that 1s the difference between the cate-
gorically apodeictic and the genuinely problematic forms. In the
apoderctic form we take it that we know what the sufficient condi-
tions are, and we affirm their existence The problematie form re-
quires that the conditions of A’s necessarily bemng B should all be
assumed, 1t does not reguire that the existence of all should be
affirmed If no conditions alleged to be those of A’s being B are
assumed, the possibility asserted 1s gratuitous merely Hence, the
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assumed basis 1n fact may vary to any extent between the vanish-
g pomts of the gratuitously possible and the categorically
apodeictic “A 1s B” 18 possible 1n the vaguest sense when the judg-
ment means that such 1s not known to be impossible Again, “A 1s
B” 1s possible 1n the most knowledgeable sense when the particular
conditions which would make 1t necessary are apprehended, and
some of these, but not all, are assumed to exist

If the foregoing commonplace remarks have at all served their
purpose, they will have snggested that the modal words do not
denote different ways 1n which A 1s B Since “actually running,”
“necessarily running,” and “possibly running’ are not three kinds
of running, it 1s clear that in the cor1esponding modal forms we
have not three judgments all with the same subject, “he ” The
modality of a judgment cannot, then, qualify its predicate Again,
since my judging “A may be B” 15, as an act of thought, itself
actual, the modal term “possible’ cannot qualify the act of judg-
ing But cannot these terms qualify the subjeet of the judgment?
Here again the answer must be negative, for “that horse 1s actually
deaf” and “that horse 1s possibly deat” do not state different ways
1n which a horse can be deaf

But 1f the modal terms cannot quahfy the predicate of judg-
ment, the act of judging, or the subject of the judgment, what can
they qualify or distinguish ? The alternative remaining would seem
to be that they qualify the processes of thought which culminate
respectively in the judgments “A 15 B,” “A must be B,” and “A
may be B ” Since 1t 18 a commonplace that we often make state-
ments without actually thinkimg what we assert (as when a man
recalls and recites the multiplieation table), 1t will be obvious that
I am concerned here, not with the modal forms of statements, but
with the modal forms of thoughts If a man entertains a certain
thought, his act of so thinking 1s of course actnal, my suggestion
here 1s not that the modal terms qualify the activity of thinking as
such The naive form of the assertoric expresses a felt conviction
not questioned by reflection, whereas the reflective form asserts a
conviction despite doubts to the contrary. The assertor would
insist, rightly or wrongly, that in either form he is expressing in
Judgment what he observes or notices Knowledge 1s likewise sup-
posedly present in judgments asserting imnternal or analytic neces-
sity. In both modal forms the existence of knowledge 1s presumed;
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but not knowledge arrived at by the same processes The judgment,
“This room 18 lighted,” 15 (to use Johnson’s language) exper:-
entially certified, the certainty thus expressed is of the force and
pungency of my observation of the present moment; whereas the
judgment, “This triangular figure must have three angles,” 18
formally certified by the reflection that the given figure could not
be qualified otherwise The scope of these two modes of certification
is notoriously a matter of controversy Some philosophers maintain
that the principles and formulas of logic and arithmetic are certi-
fied by thought alone, while others hold that the principles of
geometry can be certified only m and through sense-perception.
Again, there are differences 1n theory about the range of the ex-
perientially certified It 1s held that experience can certify odly
judgments about the data of the moment of assertion This may be
extended so as to comprehend memory-judgments abhout the sub-
Ject’s own past, or still farther to include observations of physieal,
and judgments about mental, phenomena But 1f a rigorous hine
between the two modes of certification cannot be drawn, the rela-
tion between them may neveltheless be pointed out What is for-
mally certified 1s what 1s certified by reason without appeal to
sense-perception, though, of course, not without the aid of mem-
ory Onthe contiary, what 1s experientially certified 1s what cannot
be certified without the help of experience, not what 1s certified by
experience alone

Apodeictic judgments asserting mediated necessity may be
either formally or experientially certified When the premises of
the deduction are formally certified, the conclusion 1s certified like-
wise, when, on the contrary, one premise 1s experientially eertified,
the certainty of the conclusion 1s experiential. Of course, such
judgments are often invalid on formal counts, or are false because
of the falsity of the experiential premise or premises But where
apodeictic judgments about matters of fact depend on experiential
premises which are doubtful, there is then the problematie or un-
certified modal form. It has been pomted out that such judgments
are problematic in the poorest sense when what they assert is
merely not known to be meoncervable, and 1n the most informed
sense when the sufficient conditions of the existence of the thing
under consideration are‘known, though not all the conditions are
known to exist
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But if the modal predicates “actual” and “necessary” qualify
modes of certification, and 1f the term “possible” qualifies judg-
ments which to some exlentl are uncertified, does this mean that
possibility 1s identical with uncertamnty * Tlus privative sense of
the term 1s I think, the correct one with respect to 1ts function as
a modal predicate For an omniscient mind, nothing eould 1n this
sense ever be possible Yet there remans the further sense i which
what 1s possible 1s what can happen To fix the meaning of the term
“possible” with 1espect to 1ts use in the formal theory of yjudgment
1s plainly not to say anything abount 1ts meaning with reference to
the objects of problematic judgments .And since problematie judg-
ments are not themselves about the uncertainty they express, we
must now ask ahout that to which such judgments can reter

It would seem at first glance that “A may be B” can 1efer to all
qualities and 1clations that are in any respect compatible or com-
possible, and that consequently, there can he little more to the mat-
ter now under discusston It may be suspected however, that even
in this form the matter 1» not quite sosimple A quality or a relation
might be compossible with other 1elations or qualities and yet
itself be unique Dut what 1s unique cannot he the object of a
problematic judgment This 1s not to deny that unique things can
happen, 1t 1s rather to assert that only what 15 1n part repeatable
can 1n any respect be antieipated in judgment Since a unique real
can by defimtion be experienced but once, 1t therefore cannot be
repeated even in the most capable imagination But that I may
Judge that A may be B, I must have previous experience of A and
B, or of something like them, otherwise I could make no relevant
Judgments about them at all Were .\ and B unique, were they m
every respect mmmatched, my fiist acquaintance with them could
only be my last For I eould not even 1n imagination anticipate the
repetition of A’s heing B

The postulate of the problematic judgment, even 1n 1ts least
mformed sense, 1s, then, that at least some qualities and relations
are repeatable To this it will be objected at once (I suppose) that
1t 15 a commonplace of experience as well as a consequence of much
vahd reasoning that no things and no relations ever are repeated
I think 1t may be answered that exact repetition of things is not
1 question No more 15 the repetition of the indivaduality of a
thing There cannot, of course, be two pencils which are my one
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individual peneil here and now, nor can this pencil now mine be
other penecils to any number at all Nevertheless, some at least of
the qualities of tlus pencil would seem to be repeatable, as would
also seem to be some at least of the relations in which 1t now stands.
To deny this, 1s to affirm that my penecil 1s unique in every respect;
or, 1n other words, that my pencil 1s alone and wholly unmatched.
For this there 1s (as I shall uige) in fact no evidence, and a priora
no reason 1n fact things having qualities 1n common with my
pencil are to he found, and befoie the fact there 1s no reason why
many such should not be discovered This pencil now mine may
have (and, as I should think, has) qualities that are unique; but
that the manufaecture of another such thing 1s a genuine possibility
means not that a pencil i every respect i1dentical with this ohe
may be made, but rather that another thing such that 1ts makers
eould 1dentify 1t as a pencil of their make may be made My con-
tention 1s, then, that one requuement of there bemng genuine
problematie judgments 1s not that things be 1epeated exactly, but
that at least some qualities and 1elations be repeatable A given
thing may be unique 1n sever al respects If, however, those qualities
of 1t which are 1ts distingmishing because habitually diseriminated
characterastics are not unique, then 1n those respects the thing may
be repeated Ilence the judgment that another such thing can
happen 1s a judgment about a genmne possibility

That there aie things which have qualities 1n common with my
pencil will be rejected by some as a thoughtless dogma A man
asserting that he 1s awake is of course dogmatie, and all hus deliber-
ate thinking and acting supposes the truth of that dogma But a
man who, even 1n his dreams, notices no difference between two
appearances, 1s not bemg dogmatie in finding the two appearances
the same In other words, I think it a trusm that what appears the
same 18 the same wn appear ance Ilere 1t will perhaps be objected
that 1f this seems a trusm, that 1s so only 1n the light of pre-critical
thinking. For the alleged truism, it will be urged, assumes that
qualities are given to the mind and passtvely received by it And
this objection would be supported, I suppose, by at least two
lLines of argument On the first of these, 1t would be contended
that 1n the very nature of the case nothing can be given. What we
apprehend is never a bar® quality in 1solation, but always a quahty
i relations Thus a man may not perceive pale yellow, he must
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perceive a patch having that color, and a shape and spatial rela-
tions as well But 1n apprehending the patch as having these quah-
ties and relatious a man 1s not sumply receiving something given;
heis actively yjudging and, as a result, making the so-called *“given.”

Now, were 1t necessary for the purposes of this essay to hold that
experiences are merely or sxmply @mven, this argument would (I
should think; settle the matter For 1t does show that nothing can
be said to stand to the mind merely 1n the relation of bemng given-
but it does not show that experience cannot stand to the mind m
that relation among others?

The second line of argument would contend that nothing ean
be given because all experience 1s the product of interpretation
This work of interpretation 1s of two kinds the associating of
ideas, and thinking With regard to the view that because of the
operation of association in consciousness nothing can be given, 1t
has often heen pointed out that there can he nothing to which
assoeiations may acerue, with the consequence that the distinetion
between what 1s caused by a<sociation and what 1s not so caused,
lIoses all meaning This is, to be sure, a difficulty in the way of
those who, while denying that anything can he given persist mn
making statements which mmply the distinetion whieh their demal
of the given obliterates But even thowugh this difficulty were ac-
cepted as being fatal to that demial still we should not for all that
be able in any given problem to apply the distinction and siumply
point to what 1s given and what 1s caused by as<ociation It ought
rather to be pomnted out, perhaps that even though a certamn
recollection (say, 15 altogether a produet of association this means
not that this produet eannot be given but only that as such 1t can-
not stand to the mind 1n the relation merely of bemng given

The arguments for the view that the datum 1s essentially the
work of thought are various, but the gist of what is perhaps the
strongest of them may be stated in this way. Experience 1s judg-
ment The very process of judgment alters what is judged. The
imitial materal of this process eannot then be identical with the
product There can therefore be no given, even the analytic Judg-
ments of sense are synthetic. Now, among other things, this means
that 1f I make the judgment that the datz of Governor Roosevelt’s

1 Compare H H Price, Perception, Chap 1.
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mauguration 1s March 4, 1933, 1t follows that the date which I then
have 1n mind cannot be the date which I then have i1n mind And
that 1s absurd Itistrue, I suppose, that experience 1s made, that 1t
has causes Yet from this i1t follows not that the effect cannot be
given, but rather that such a gift, like any other without a giver,
would be the miracle of a mere impression If judgment 1s a process
which produces a product, then we know the product to be not
given merely, we do not know that the produet 1s not given at all

The view that thought alters 1ts subject 18, m what is perhaps its
most conspicuous British form, the doctrine that relations are
internal On this doctrine, with perhaps the exceptions which are
scarcely consistent with 1t of “the 1hns” and “the mine,” there 1s no
moment of immediacy that 1s not also a moment of mediation Frdm
this the conelusion has sometimes been d1awn that nothing 1s given,
and 1n reply 1t has been pomted out that, even on the doctrine here
discussed, there still 1s 1mmediaey to a degree, and therefore given-
ness In the moment of the union of differences which is the eon-
summation of Judgment there 1s within the judgment 1mmediacy;
and 1n that very immediacy, itself the produet of the process, the
Judgment 1s given

If 1t may be concluded that the arguments which have just been
considered succeed, not i denyimng the given altogether but only
i denying that what appears can stand to the mind 1n that relation
alone, 1t may then be urged that appearances are given, though not
given merely Yet, even so, the fact 1emains that the internality of
relations involves the proposition that identity imphes qualitative
difference Hence, if the doctrine that relations are internal is true,
the proposition, “What appeais the same 1s the same 1 appear-
ance,” 15 false But before considering this comprehensive denial
of absolute 1dentity to quality and 1elation, I wish to consider ob-
jections of another sort to the view that quahities and relations are
repeatable, for these objections also, I think, ean only be made to
hold on the ground that relations are internal.

‘William James says, 1n his Psychology :

Every thought we have of a given fact is, strictly spesking, unique, and only
bears a resemblance of kind with our other thoughts of the same fact. When
the 1dentical fact recurs, we must think of 1t in a fresh manner, see it under a
somewhat different angle, #bprehend it in different relations from those in
whieh 1t 1ast appeared And the thought by which we eogmize 1t is the thought
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of it-in-those-relations, a thought suffused with the consciousness of all that
dim context 2
It seems that this passage m part or as a whole can be interpreted
50 as to have four different meanings, three of which deny that
gualities and relations are repeatable (1) Every thought 1s an
individual existent, unique 1n 1ts individuality and 1n eertan of its
qualities and relations which aie due 1n part to 1ts being fresh in
the mind, and 1n part to its present context Nevertheless, any
thought may bear a resemblance of kind to other thoughts (2)
When James uses the phrase. ‘ resemblance of kind,” and says,
“the 1dentical fact recurs,” he means nerther that some thoughts do
resemble one another, nor that an identical fact recurs, for the
whole passage shows that literal resemblance and absolute 1dentity
are not being discussed What 1s hemg discussed 1s resemblance and
1dentity 1n the sense of “strands” passing continuously from one
context into another (3) That “Eveiy thoucht we have of a given
faet is, strictly speaking, umque ' because every thought, being
an existent, 1s as such unique (4) That every thought 1s unique 1n
virtue of 1fs context. which deteimines the character of the thought
and 1s always wholly different from any context past

‘With respect to the first of these interpretations, 1t may he said
at once that simnce 1t acknowledges that thoughts may resemble one
another, 1t admits that some qualities and 1elations are repeatable
In any experience theie may he much that 15 umque and therefore
not the object of a problematic yjudgment Since, however, my con-
tention 1s not that thungs must 1n every respect be repeatable 1
order that problematic judgments may have a proper object, but
rather that what of a thing 1s repeatable 1s the proper object of
such judgments, the admission that some qualities and relations
are repeatable 15 therefore enough for the purposes of this essay

The second 1nterpretation seems at the least to assert one of two
things either the “strand” which 1s the 1dentity or resemblance con-
tinuous throughout different eontexts is 1 some respect 1dentical m
all those contexts, or else in each one of the contexts there is a quite
different “strand ” If the resemblance asserted is that of an 1den-
tity continuous through differences, there then 1s at least a quality
or a relation that is being repeated 1n those differences, and thus 1t

271,233
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18 not denied that some qualities and relafions are repeatable But
if resemblance or 1dentity 1s asserted of a “strand” that in every
context 15 quite different, this 1s of course to deny repetition alto-
gether But I can only confess that such an assertion baffles my
understanding completely Since, ex hypothes:, the “strand” 1s 1n
each context quite different, I am unable to understand how these
quite different “strands” can properly be called the “strand,” or
how these wholly different “‘strands” are to be thought of as con-
tinuous

The third and fourth interpretations of the quotation from
James likewise deny that any guality or relation 1s repeatable,
and their truth depends on the alleged truth of the doctrine
that relations are mternal The third 1s that every experience is
unique 1n virtue of i1ts very existence Time being 1rreversible, no
existent as such can be repeated, hence, every existent 1s unique.
This 1s, I should think, 1n a sense very likely true But unless time
or duration 1s internal to qualities and relations 1n the sense that a
difference in time alters necessarily what exists at that time com-
pletely, from the premise that every moment of duration 1s unique,
1t does not follow that qualities and relations are unique. For
though no moment of duration ecan recur, 1f the present moment of
duration 1s not internal to what now endures, that “what” m all
1ts complicated qualities and relations may be repeatable The ques-
tion here then would seem to be whether existence 1s or is not
mternal to essence, whether or not, that 1s, the very existence of a
quality (say) determines completely the character of that quality.
For only 1f so much as this 1s 1n question can there be any pomt in
urging that, simply 1n virtue of their existence, qualities and rela-
tions are unique

The mternality of relations 1s also at the basis of the fourth of
the interpretations If every Dbit of experience 1s determined in
kind by 1ts context, then any alteration in confext must make a
difference 1n experience By hypothesis, this proposition holds of
all experience, with the consequence that no matter what experi-
ence 1s unmatched.

If we are not then to agree with Bradley that the possible is
“nowhere at all outside of the heads of men,” we must ask about
the alleged internality Of relations Professor G E Moore has, I
think, shown that all relations are not internal in the sense re-
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qured by Bradley’s metaphysic But since there 1s still so much
difference of opmmion on the question, an attempt to go into the
matter again would seem to be required

Bradley’s argument®is regarded 1n some quarters as demonstrat-
ing relations to be internal in the sense that any alteration 1n either
term must make a qualitative difference mn the relation and its
other term Before beginning to ask about the validity of this con-
clusion, I must refer to the method by which 1t has been reached
The hypothesis of separate relations 1s advanced as a possible way
out of the dilemma of predication It 1s pointed out that to say,
“A 158 B,” 15 either to say nothig significant, or to say that A 1s
what 1t 1s not, and that this 1s no less true of “A 1s 1n relation with
B The notion of mdependent 1elations fails to resolve this
dilemma But, along with that failuie, we gain an msight into the
matter which does enable us to see the way to what 1s alleged to be
a proper solution Since the one attempt to regard a 1elation as
being an attribute of 1ts terms and the other attempt to 1egard 1t
as being wholly separate from them hoth fail, we are driven to see
that “A relation between A and B implies really a substantial
foundation within them ”* Whether by this “substantial founda-
tion”1s or 15 not meant the absolute reality alleged to be the 1dentity
1 all differences 15 not a question to be raised at this point Here
I wish to direct attention to Biadley’s saying that the being of a
relation implies this inter nal foundation 1n quality And he writes
later “A relation must at both ends affect and pass mto the being
of 1ts terms " Thus. as opposed to the notion of them as separate,
internal relations mmply qualities and so umply them that any
alteration 1n relation or qualily makes a difference which affects
the character of the relation and the quality thus altered

The conclusion that relations aie mteinal 1s thus reached by the
method of excluding what are taken to be the only other alterna-
tives There can be no significance 1n attributing “in relation with
B” to “A,” 1f A 1s1dentical with 1ts attribute; yet, if A is different
therefrom, then 1n the attribution there 1s alleged to be contra-
diction The alternative that “being in relation with B” may be
separate from “A,” defeats its purpose For on 1t, the question
remains and forever repeats itself, What relates the separate attr1-

3 Appearance and Reality, p 18 50p cit,p 322 Italies mine
40p at,p 22
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bute to 1ts subject ? Only one alternative remains “A 1s 1n relation
with B” means neither that A 1s 1dentical with, nor separate from
“in relation with B”, 1t means rather that both A and B must stand
to each other 1n a relation which affects their character as qualities.

‘With Bradley we must (I think) agree that “a relation standing
alongside of 1ts terms 1s a delusion ¢ It must then be agreed that
separate relations are impossible, and that, consequently, relations
are mternal 1n some sense of that metaphorical term I have sug-
gested that by an internal 1elation 1s ordinarily meant a relation
which must make, which imples, a difference in its terms. But
since a difference may be erther qualitative or numerical, 1t remains
to ask whether to agiee that separate relations are iunpossible, does
or does not oblige us to agree that all relations are internal 1n the
sense that any alteration in a relation must make a qualitative
difference 1n 1ts terms There can, i1t would seem, be little doubt
that Bradley held this to he true of all relations And, 1f there were
but the two alternatives, either that relations are separate, or that
1elations must make a qualitative difference 1n what they relate,
then, having agreed to the exclusion of the first, we shounld be
obliged to adopt the second Since, however, a third alternative
remains, we are not so constrained We must agree that a relation
may no more exist without any terms whatever, than that an actual
husband can exist without a wife A relation, to be at all, 1mplies
terms, so that, since separate relations are such that ez hypothesi
they 1mply no qualities whatever, we must ag: ee that such relations
are not possible Yet from this exelusion of the possibility of sepa-
rate relations 1t follows that every relation 1mplies qualities; not
that relations are internal in the sense that their being altered
would necessarily make a qualitative difference in their terms In
order that this should follow, the possibility of numerical differ-
ence must be excluded along with the possibility of separate rela-
tions, or, 1n other words, 1t must be true that all difference is
difference 1n quality, If all difference 1s qualitative, then to alter
a relation would of course be to make a qualitative difference in its
terms But, as far as the demonstrated exclusion of separate rela-
tions goes, that all difference 1s dafference 1n quahty, remains an
assumption The false notion of external relations excluded, there
remains not solely the alternative that all relations are and that

60p cit,p 18
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they imply terms different in quality, there is still the alternative
that some relations are and that they mmply terms numerically
different. On this alternative, 1t would be true that any alteration
in exther quahty or relation must make a difference that 1s numeri-
cal, but not necessarily a difference which 1s also qualitative

The advocate of Bradley's view of relations would, perhaps., deny
that there 15 here an alternative to be conidered And even though
there were he might add this alternative of numerical difference
is real only on the assumption that the argument on page 18 1s
Bradley’s full demonstration of the mternality of relations Yet
any such ascumption would 1gnore his having made plain in Chap-
ter III that qualities imply relations—"relations™ 1n the sense that
they alone differentiate qualities Thus, 1n the chapter entitled
“Relation and Quality,” it 1s pointed out that relations and quali-
ties are not found apart 1n fact and that as for qualities and rela-
tions taken 1n ab<traction sinee no abstraction can either he pro-
duced, or sustained apart from the process by which 1t 15 made,
this product cannot he separated from the process by which 1t 18
produced It 1s therefore plain that no 1elation and no quality
stands alone In faect, relation 1s found always with quahty, and
quality with relation, and, in abstraction, the relational process
by which relations and qualities are made ahstraet no more can be
separated from the product than the product can be separated from
that process This much, however, 15 not to he taken as demon-
strating that an alteration in any 1elation found in fact or taken
in abstraction must generate in the fact or in the abstraction a
difference that 1s qualitative It may still be that this difference
might be numerical Nor does the argument up to this point demon-
strate that an alteration in a process must make a qualitative
difference 1n the product But Bradley now goes on to urge that
mere separateness, or otherness, 15 not possible, where there 1s
separation there 1s difference, and difference, to be at all, must be
difference in quahity
I rest my argument [he says] upon this, that if there are no differences, there
are no quahties, since all must fall mto one But, if there 18 any difference,
then that 1mphes a relation. Without a relation 1t has no meamng. And this is

the point on which all seems to turn. Is 1t possible to think of qualities without
thinking of distinet charactersy? 4

70p cit,p 25
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Bradley’s answer to this guestion 1s of course negative That

qualities may be many, they must be distinet, and this distinetness
cannot be difference that 1s numerical merely,
For consider, the qualities A and B are to be different from each other, and,
1f so, that difference must fall somewhere If it falls, in any degree or to any
extent outside A and B, we lhave relation at once But, on the other hand, how
can difference and otherness fall inside? If we have mn A any such otherness,
then inside A we must distinguish 1ts own quahty and its otherness 8

The difference, in virtue of which A 1s one of many qualities, cannot
fall within the character of A, for were 1t within A, there then
would be an infinite regress in differences within A 1tself The
difference, then, must fall outside A And on the assumption that
“difference” 1s a relation, this means that A, in virtue of its différ-
ence from other qualities, 1s by that very difference related to them.

Yet, even so, 1t st1ll must be asked, “Is this difference necessarly
qualitative? Clearly, that qualities may be many, they must be in
some sense different This difference “must fall somewhere”, and 1t
must “fall” either “inside” or “outside” A The difference cannot
fall inside A, for that would differentiate A withmn 1tself, into A,
and A, and, since this 1s a question of prineiple, A, and A, would
be differentiated indefinitely withm themselves The difference
must then fall “outside A”, and thus “we have relation at once ”
On the assumption that difference 1s a relation, this argument, 1t
would seem, does demonstrate many qualities without any relations
to be inconcervable Here, then, Bradley makes plain that qualities
must be m relation that they may be distinet, as before this, on
page 18, he demonstrates that relations must have qualities. Yet,
even though we take the demonstration that relation imples qual-
1ty, together with the further argument that distinet qualities
mmply relation, still we fall short of the conclusion that relations
must make a difference 1n their terms that 1s qualitative, and that
the character of a quality must detexmine the character of the rela-
tion 1n which 1t stands Although 1t is plain that relation without
terms 18 a delusion, and though it be true that qualities without
relation are nothing, still it does not follow from this that any
alteration 1 a relation must make a qualitative difference in its
terms, nor that any change in a quality must make a qualitative
difference in 1ts relations *From the two premises given, this conelu-

80p cit, p. 24
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sion follows only 1 virtue of a further premise, namely, that to be
dafferent is to be different ;n quality. Yet neither the exclusion of
the alternative of separate relations, nor the exclusion of that of
quality without relation, implies this third premise It still remains
an open alternative that some difference be numerzcal

‘We must, then, look elsewhere in .ippearance and Reality to
find 1t established that all difference 1s difference in quality So far
as the two chapters which have been referied to are concerned with
the logicality of judgment or prediction, their argument does fore-
shadow the gist of “Note 4A,” but at the same time this adumbration
is foreshortened out of proportion by its context For this reason,
I propose to consider “Note .\"” as aflording a proper statement of
Bradley’s view of predication—a theory wlich does 1mply that
difference 1s difference 1 guality

In thinking. 1f we would have more than mere association of
1deas, there must be 1n some sense the assertion of ‘“unity” in “di-
versity ” Differences 1n no sense united are merely different; and,
on the contraiy 1t 1s an old story that the formula of thought can-
not be “A 1s A” Yet the requirement that thought must unite
differences 1s not easy to meet If the formula of thought cannot
be “A 18 A,” neither can 1t be “.A 18 Y ”” For here the predicate Y,
bemg different from A, 1s not A The judgment “A 1s Y,” then, can
only mean “A 13 not A ” Since tlus would be to assert and to deny
1n the same thought, the process of uniting differences 1s not to be
expressed 1n the form “A1sY ”

The alternative that, in thinking “A 15 Y,” we are really meaning
“AhasY,”1s of no avail For either “.\ has Y” means no more than
“A1s A and has Y,” the “has” expressing bare conjunction, or “A
has Y” means that “A 1s such-as-to-have Y ”” On the first alterna-
tive, the connection of Y with A 1emams unexplained, on the
second, the copula 1s again mtroduced, and the original dilemma
remains The one possible method of resolving this dilemma, 1t 18
alleged, 1s afforded by the notion of identity m difference. Judg-
ments uniting differences are adjectives of reality, itself a sys-
temic whole The identity of this whole 1s the identity in all
differences; thus it 1s this 1dentity in virtue of which A and Y are
united in thought ,

On this view that reality 1s the prineiple of 1dentity in appear-
ances, 1t follows that every appearance is different 1n quality from
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every other Were there two appearances no more than numerically
different, they would be 1dentical in quality, and that in mere ap-
pearance there should be 1dentity 1s ez hypothes: impossible The
1dentity which unites differences 1s everywhere and always reality,
never appearance Hence, gug appearance, no moment can be iden-
tical 1n (or be repeated 1n) any other Since the very principle of
1dentity 1s thus excluded from appearance, that all appearances
are different means they must be different in quality The principle
that the identity m all difference 1s reality thus implies that in the
domain of appearance self-identity implies qualitative difference

Two qualities not numerically different would of course be not
two, but one It 1s thus plain that identity implies numerieal differ-
ence Because alteration i1s never complete anmhilation, and be-
cause to alter a relation 1s to generate or to disclose a new one, the
new relation always has terms not those of the old Hence, from the
conclusion that a relation 1mplies terms, and the truism that 1den-
tity 1mplhies numerical difference, 1t follows that any alteration,
whether 1n relation or in quality, will make at least a numerical
dafference But, on the assumption that Bradley’s is the one method
of resolving the dilemma of predication, the identity of appear-
ances 1mplies not only numeiical, but also qualitative difference.
It would then seem that on this assumption relations are nternal,
1n the sense that any alteration in a relation or a term will make a
difference that must be qualitative

Yet this conelusion 1s of specious validity For 1t depends not
only on the assumption that ‘“identity in difference” affords the
sole way of resolving the dilemma, but also on the assumption
that all relations are adjectives of a systemic whole It has been
pomnted out that the first assumption 1mplies all difference to be
difference 1n quality Yet the notion of identity in difference is
advanced as the one method of resolving the dilemma of predica-
tion So long, then, as relations aie taken to be adjectives of a
systemie whole, what 1s true of such adjectives will be true of
them also Yet it 1s not at once obvious that in “A is the father of B”
this occurrence of the relationship of patermity is an adjective
‘Were this the sole view of the matter possibie, the “internality of
relations” would then so far stand established But here let us go
back and, after again agreeing with the rejection of separate rela-
tions, ask whether the sense mn which R relates A and B must
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or must not be that A and R and B are so many adjectives or aspects
of one systemic whole Bradley assumes this to be the sole al-
ternative : the 1dentity 1n virtue of which differences are united 1s
the same 1dentity 1 virtue of which relations relate their terms,
that 1s, the absolute If relations did not imply this “substantial
foundation” within their qualities, they would fail to relate them,
and thus fail to be relations at all But 1s 1t true that the notion of
identity in difference affords the sole method of answering the
question, What relates the relation to its terms’ I wish to urge
that this 1s not true, that to this question we may better reply that
R relates 1ts qualities 1n virtue of the necessity that R have some
pair of terms or other Thus the proper formula would be not “A
1s R to B,” but rather “R implies A and B, and A and B imply R ”

Since “relations waithont terms™ 1s me1 e verhage, relations neces-
sitate or mply terms This conelusion, the exclusion of separate
relations does demonstrate But neither the exclusion of separate
relations nor the conclusions thus established imply that being
a relation 1s being an adjective of a systemiec whole It may be
that adjeetives must thus be predicates 1n order that, being differ-
ent, they may be united and not just separate But only 1f what
Bradley holds to be the natu e of predication must be that 1n virtue
of which a relation relates 1ts terws, will this hold of relatioms.
Thus, even though predication be possible only n virtue of “iden-
tity 1n difference,” still 1t does not follow that relations must relate
their qualities as qualities a1e 1elated 1n predication For the alter-
native remains that every relation 1mplies some parr of gualities or
other, and that every quality implies some relation or other

Simnece for the idealist the internality of relations 1s the presup-
position of there bemg any nece-sity at all, 1t will perhaps be ob-
Jected that this attempt to explain that relations relate terms 1n
virtue of the necessity that they have teims 15 remarkably blind
Yet Bradley asks, “Are qualities and 1n general are terms altered
necessarily by the relations into which they enter ?’° The answer
is of course affirmative This means not that in faet relations do
alter their terms, but that relations are such that of necessity their
terms are thus affected by them Necessity, then, 15 explicit in the
very defimition of an internal relation Henece, necessity or impl-
cation can in no sense depend on or be mediated by that which by

® “Note B.”
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definition 1t contributes to define Ilence, 1t 18 not in virtue of their
alleged ‘“internality” that relations necessarily alter terms, for it
18 because relations thus of necessity affect their terms that they
are called “anternal ”

It may be further objected that this in no way touches the fact
that for Bradley the principle of necessity 1s that of systemic
totality For this reason, to explain that a relation relates its terms
1n vartue of implication, 1s to say nothing with which he must so far
disagree But this systemic whole either 1s supra-relational, or is
exhaustively constituted by moments m mternal relations On the
first alternative, that whole cannot even be mentioned Either you
1n some sense know what you refer to, or else you mention what
you 1n no sense know That this whole may be referred to, 1t must
stand 1n some relation or other to expeirience Yet whatever 1s 1n
relation 1s by that very faet appearance, and that, the absolute can
hardly be The reply that this whole may be known by analogy
with immediate experience fails to be plausible, for what 1s any
analogy 1f not a relation of some sort? On the second alternative,
the whole 1s exhaustively constituied hy its moments in relation,
But to say that thus understood the whole 1s the prineiple of imph-
cation, 1s again to assert the condition of implication to be the
mternality of relations And since implication is involved in the
definition of a relation as internal, no such dependence of 1mplica-
tion on “internality” can be mamtamed

If, by lus rejection of separate relations, Bradley had demon-
strated relations to be such that their alteration would mmply a
qualitative difference, this eonclusion would 1tself imply that every
difference 1s unmatched or unique For were there two pairs of
qualities, or two relations no more than numerically different, a
relation might imply one of these pawrs, and, on being altered, it
might then 1imply the other one That {here should be tlus alterna-
tive 1s incompatible with the tiuth of the universal proposition
that all difference 1s difference in quality. For that this proposition
may be true, 1t must be false that some differences may be numeri-
cal merely Yet neither the truth of the one proposition nor the
falsity of the other i1s demonstrated by the exclusion of separate
relations Itisimplied, ho!vever, by the view that 1dentity 1s always
that of reality in differences On this view of :dentity, numerical
difference 1s indeed 1mpossible. Two moments no more than numeri-
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cally different would still be qualitatively 1dentical, and 1n appear-
ance repeated 1dentity 1s not possible Every difference, then, must
be unmateched, no difference, no quahity or relation, may be re-
peated If, as Bradley saysin the Logic, what 1s true 1n one context
18 true 1n another “1s the first of the prineiples of reasoning,” this
surely 1s absurd

Again, 1t will perhaps be objected that 1f Bradley has given no
demonstration of the proposition that all difference 1s qualitative,
this 1s because he supposed that to any reader of Appearance and
Reality as much would be obvious Anyway, 1t may easily be demon-
strated that there are no two indiscernible qualities Take any two
qualities A and B It 1s plain that something can be predicated of
A which cannot be predicated of B, that 15, something “different
from B ” The same line of argument appliesto A But, now, 1f from
this the conclusion 1s drawn that .\ and D are therefore known to
be different 1n character, rather than numeiically different merely,
then that conclusion ean only beg the question The fact that we
can say about one of two qualities that 1t 1s different from the other,
but not about the other that 1t 15 different from 1itself, shows only
that we can say they are different which we already knew, 1t has
not the slightest tendency to show that the two qualities are more
than numerically different, that they are different in character

In view of the foregoing considerations, I snggest that we are
not foreed to deny that some gualities and 1elations are repeatable,
and 1n that sense possible, on the eround that relations are internal
and that therefore all difference 15 qualitative Even so, the defense
15 not yet at hiberty to rest In some quarters at one of the older
universities, 1t 1s held to be plain that identity 1s not absolute, but
relative Since all difference 15 a relation, 1t 1s said, and since the
1dentity of any quality or relation implies its difference from all
else, identity imphes difference and therefore 1s relative This
seems to be a sumpliste version of one of Bradley’s arguments re-
ferred to above, and 1t rests on the assumption that difference 1s a
relation Yet, sinee symptoms at least of the logic that 1s founded
on this view of 1dentity are common, 1t may be well to attempt to
show briefly that this view makes an assertion that is groundless.

On the view that 1dentity 1s relative, any A 1s A only because it
implies 1ts difference from all else Thus, whereas the formula of
absolute identity, A 1s A, claims no ulterior ground, in the formula
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of relative 1dentity that claim 1s made For in that formula it 1s
asserted not merely that as a matter of fact the difference of A
from all else is i1mplicated 1n A, but rather that 1t is because A
implies this difference that A 15 A We must, then, try to find the
reason or ground of the inference exp1essed by this “because ”

Since the ground of a consequent cannot itself be an oceurrence
of that consequent, the inference could not be grounded in any-
thing the identity of which was relative But, 1t will be urged, on
this view of things the absolute 1s notoriously the ultimate ground
of all inference Now, waiving the fact that the absolute cannot
stand 1n any relation at all without 1pso facto being appearance,
with the consequence that the ahsolute cannot stand in the relation
of ground-consequent to any infetence, 1t 1s still plain that the
absolute eannot ground the inference under discussion For, since
the 1dentity of the absolute 15 absolute 1dentity, that being cannot
mmply that identity 1s not absolute but :elative

The assertion that identity must be relative 1s thus groundless
More than this, 1t 1implies the conclusion that no two experiences
can have anything i common Wete 1t true that 1dentity implies
qualitative difference, there could he no two indiseernible quah-
ties, for were there two such qualities, there would then be one
quality the identity of which did not mnply its qualitative daffer-
ence from all else Yet, even so, 1t may be suggested, a complicated
quality, such as the composition of several bronzes drawn from the
same mold, may be at least partly the same in different contexts.

But 1f in iwo contexts the eomposition of two examples, A and
B, of Maillol’s Femme qui se coiffe can be saxd to he at least partly
the same, this 1s because something 1n the two qualities of that com-
position 1s, strictly speaking, the same 1n the two contexts This
diseriminated something 1s 1tself a quality, and on this suggestion
1t 18 repeated 1 econtexts which by hypothesis are not numerically
different merely. But this is to say that within the two compheated
qualities of composition, A and B, what is the same is therein re-
peated Hence the 1dentity of the repeated quality in A cannot
imply 1ts difference from itself in B. The notion of partial sameness
is thus of no avail before the alleged principle of relative identity.
So long as that notion iy afforded any hospitality whatever, the
consequence that every difference 1s unique or unmatched can
hardly be avoided.
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On two of the mterpretations of the passage from James's writ-
mngs quoted above, that consequence 1s 1impheated 1n the meaning
of the passage Yet, that either the interpretation on which exist-
ence or duration 1s internal to essence or the one on which a quahty
necessarily 1s altered by 1ts contexts should eonstitute a true judg-
ment, depends on the truth of the docirme that relations are in-
ternal and 1dentity 1elative Since, however, neither aspect of the
doctrine that experience 1s relative 1s demonstrated by Bradley’s
argument, that an alteration 1n a relation will make a qualitative
difference 1n 1ts terms 1s always a matter {0 be determined by
the appromiate empirical discipline .And to the proposal—even
though groundless in the logic of 1ts proponents—that the internal-
1ty of relations may nevertheless be assumed as the prineiple of a
world view which, among other such views, 1s helpful in elucidating
experience, 1t must, I think, be answeied that if as a result of post-
Kantian 1dealism the importance of relations has been given its
due, this 1s an advance because their importance for logical and
social theory had before been too mueh 1gnored, and not because the
specific theory of relations as internal 1s anything but stultifying
to the theory of judgment of which that theory is the prineiple For
were relations imternal and identity 1elative, every single moment
of experience would be wholly unique Since the unique 1s the un-
matched, what 1s unique can be compared with notling at all, so
that were 1t true that i1dentity implies qualitative difference, the
term “such” and the phrase “of the same kmd” would be utterly
senseless Recollection, furtheimore, would not he a fact of any,
much less of common experience Were 1t true that all moments of
experience are unigue, nothing in this present experience of mine
could be repeated or recalled, no moment could repeat in 1itself
anything of the one past, and cxpetience thus would be reduced to
moments of sentience, no one of which could exist 1n a less pristine
1gnorance than any other To reject altogether, then, the theory of
relations as internal, 18 not so much to question the importance of
relations as to reject a doetrine which implies conditions on which
recollection and eomparison may not oeeur

But further, were relations internal, and did identity imply
qualitative difference, every single experience would be isolated i
1ts own uniqueness, for, since “being unique” cannot 1n any sense
qualify, or be anything with respect to, any two terms, 1n the realm
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of unique reals implied by the doetrine of relative identity, there
could be no relations at all

Without recollection, comparison, and relations, judgment
plainly could not oceur; experience would be reduced to a solipsism
of the present moment to be transcended neither by the powers of
primtive eredulity nor by the vitality of animal faith This, T
think, suggests the fundamental importance of the modal form
“A may be B ” Were we unable to recollect, we should also be un-
able to expect, we should be confined to the prospect of the present
moment, wherein judgments concerning what can happen could not
occur But unless we accept a theory about identity and relations
whieh, as I have attempted to pomnt out, 1s without grounds 1n its
own logie, and 1s a theory mmplymg that whatever i1s distinet 18
unique, we may believe our minds and accept what appears the
same as bemng truly the same 1n appearance

In coneluding thus that some qualities and :elations are repeat-
able, we conclude, I wish to suggest, that such 1s the sense 1n which
qualities and relations aie possihle But first it may be well to
antieipate a certain objection Sinee this repeatable ecomplex of
diseriminated gnahties here and now given 1s actual and, 1n virtue
of 1ts causes and condiiions, necessary, 1t 1s plainly nonsense to
suggest that 1t 18 possible This objection depends on the view that
the actuality or present duration of the quality is internal to the
guality—a view which 1s, I have attempted to show, groundless in
prmeiple Being self-1identical and therefore repeatable, the quality
18 external to 1ts duration As such 1t may be the object of judg-
ments of the form “A may again be B,” no less than of judgments
of the form “A 1s B ” That A and B are repeatable and as such
possible means that they are self-1dentical, that respectively they
are mmtrinsically what they are, and therefore eternally themselves.
Qualities with their relations here and now arve actual, but, being
absolutely or self-1dentical, they also are repeatable, and therefore
are properly objects of anticipation in problematic judgments.

In the sense of the term “essence” 1n which 1t expresses the most
radical sense of the verb “to be,” self-identical qualities and rela-
tions are essences: they are precisely and fully what they appear fo
be In saymng this, I do ngt wish to mean as much as I take to be
asserted by any theory about unrversals with which I am acquainted.
Essences, being repeatable, are 1n that sense universal. But es-
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sences also are singular There are not two or three or a dozen
single qualities 1n the realm of essence any one of which might as
well be the single hue of this copy of Joseph’s Logic There 1s only
that single hue wlich, being self-1dentical. 15 a prior: repeatable,
and since this oceurrence of that single hue 1s exhausted in the hue
that appears, what 1s given to attention 1s neither the sole oceur-
rence of that hue nor a particular occurrence of 1t, but only and
fully the single hue itself But. now 1f every quality and relation
is singular, and as such 1s exhaustively given 1 this appearance of
1tself, how then can the blueness of this copy of Joseph’s Logic be
repeated ?

This objection seems to assume that of a <ingular quality there
can be only a certain quantity. so that if 1t 1s all given here, there
can be no more of 1t to be given over there Certainly, if all the
Vichy water available just now 1s contained in tlus bottle, no Vichy
can now be available anywhere else Yet sinece the quality and the
relations of this water are seif-identical and therefore repeatable,
it follows not that no more water of that quality can be available
1n the future, but only that just now the quantity of such water 1s
hmited Thisis not, T trust, to overlook the Iegehian doctrine of the
qualitative quantum That doctrine, however avowedly depends
on a theory about relations which 1, as I think, groundless 1n and
stultifying to 1ts own logiec Furtheimore, what may be, and 1s, can
be The hue of this copy of Joseph’s Logic being self-1dentical,
there 15 then no reason a prior: why 1t should not be repeated n
fact And here 1n two copies of that Logic the single hue s repeated.

Thus, to say that self-identical qualities and relations or es-
sences constitute the possible 1s to say that they are what ean
happen again and again 1n existence, or i a word, that essences
are repeatable But saying that essences are repeatable and thus
possible, means no more, I think, than 1s meant hy saying that they
are self-1dentical, that 1s, that they are exhaustively and intrinsi-
cally what they are That the course of change or duration shall
again so conspire as to exhibit this single quality exhausted in its
singularity 1 these several but respectively single relations, is a
question to be answered, 1f at all, I suppose, on a theory of proba-
bility But this quality 1s repeatable, and as such the proper object
of a problematic judgment, simply in virtue of 1ts self-identity,
which 15 no more and no less than what this single quality itself is.
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In the formal theory of judgment, the term possible has meaning
with reference to judgments which are to some extent uncertified
But if the nature of the possible 1s to be self-identical, singular
qualities and relations, the possible 1s the real so far as that 1s re-
peatable quality and relation Possibility, then, 1s not the proper
name of a peculiar aspect or character in reality it 1s rather a
synonym for the self-1dentical being or essence that any quality or
relation 1s That “the possible” 1s a synonym for “the self-1denti-
cal,” and so without a unique reference of 1ts own, means not that
the problematie judgment 1s therefore without a proper object, but
rather that the object of such Jjudgments is what 1n reality is re-
peatable That this should be singular qualities and relations them-
selves, rather than a peculiar aspect of what 13 real, indicates that
“possibality” 18 the name not of an esoteric subject in philosophy
proper, but rather of the singular essences whose repetition in
experience may be anticipated 1n judgment.
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A POSITIVISTIC THEORY OF POSSIBILITY

V F LENZEN

HE CONCEPT OF POSSIBILITY plays a fundamental role
I contemporary philosophy and science. By way of intro-
duction I shall give a number of examples of 1ts use
The concept of possibility 1s fundamental 1n an empirical philos-
ophy Thus, John Stuart M1l deseribed matter as the permanent
possibility of sensation In contemporary philosophy a thing 1s
often defined in terms of given and possible experiences It is con-
sistent with empiricism to define reality in terms of possibility.
The concept of possibility 1s useful for the interpretation of
the sigmificance of a partieular science, for example, theoretical
physies In classical physies the laws of physics are expressed by
functional relations between variables The values of the variables
are numbers which have been or may be assigned by measurement.
‘We may mterpret a given functional relation by the proposition,
It is possible to assign numbers such that the functional relation 1s
satisfied For example, the law of falling bodies 1s expressed by
s=1% gt* This equation 1s interpreted by the proposition, It 1s
possible to assign variable numbers s and ¢ and a constant g such
that the given equation 1s satisfied
In contemporary quantum tiheory the concept of possibility
oceuples an even more important role Let us admit that the basis of
physical science 1s the measurement of physical quantities The
fundamental 1dea of the new quantum theory 1s that 1t 1s possible
to assign to a physical quantity an operator such that the character-
istic values of the operator are the possible results of a measure-
ment of the quantity The concept of possibility is thereby em-
ployed in a twofold capacity.
In order to provide a basis for an analysis of the meaning of
possibility in the foregoing and other examples, I proceed to the
consideration of the genefal concept of possibility.

[65]
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1

The term possible is an adjective which 1s applied to various
entities In many instances the meaning of possible is brought out
more clearly by considering its contradictory the impossible Now
a classification of possible and 1mpossible entities would require a
complete metaphysical analysis of the types of reality I shall not,
however, go 1nto such a complete diseussion, but shall consider only
some 1mportant types of possible or impossible entity

The term possible may be applied to an event For example, 1f
one tosses a eom a possible event 15 the turming up of heads A
process may be called an extended event The motion of a physical
hody at half the speed of light 1s a possible process According to
the theory of relativity, however, the motion of a hody whose speed
1s greater than that of light 1s an 1impossible process A special kind
of event 15 an act by some person

The term possible mav be applied to a thing For example, a
bridge across San Francisco Bav 1s a possible thing A round
square, on the other hand, 15 an 1mpossible thing I remark paren-
thetically that in a complete metaphvsies a thing may be viewed as
a series of events

‘We may also characterize properties of events and things as
possible or impossible For example, a speed of ten feet per second
1s a possible property of a physical body, a speed greater than that
of light 1s an 1mpossible property In this example we may think
of the speed as characterizing a motion that 1s an event Indeed,
1 a complete metaphysies all the properties of things might be
viewed as properties of events I add that i1t 15 necessary to
introduce the concept of possible property because we may ask
whether a property 1s possible or 1mpossible for an event or thing
which 1s admitted to be possible

In addition to the terms possible and 1mpossible, we use the
terms possibility and impossibility. Possibility is the quality of
being possible, impossibility is the quality of the impossible. We
may refer to a possible entity, however, as a possibility and to an
mmpossible entity as an 1mpossibility Thus the motion of a body at
a speed of ten feet per second 1s a possibility Possible entities eon-
stitute a realm of possibilities.

After the foregoing preliminary considerations I turn to an
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analysis of the empirical characteristies of possibihity What are
the properties of possible entities by which we decide that they are
possible? I propose to determinc the basis for a eriterion of
possibihity

A possible entity 1s one the nature of which 1s 1n econformity with
the conditions or laws governing that type of entity For example,
a possible event for man 1s the running of one hundred yards in
ten seconds An impossible event 1s the running of this distance in
five seconds The laws of physies and physiology make possible the
first, so far as empirical evidence goes, the second 1s 1mpossible If
some one were to announce that a man had run one hundred yards
in five seconds, we should say, “That 1s utterly impossible ” Thus a
possible event or thing i1s one that i1s compatible with a system
of laws

Now 1t must be emphasized that possibility or impossibility 1s
relative to a specific system of laws It appears to be physiologi-
cally impossible for a man to run one hundred yards in five seconds.
But there 18 nothing incompatible with the laws of physics in a
body moving one hundred yards in five seconds It i1s thus physi-
cally possible, that 1s, econsistent with physical laws, for a man to
move at that speed Agan, 1t 1s physically impossible for a physical
body to move with a speed greater than that of hght One mght con-
tend, however, that from the standpoint of pure kuinematics such a
speed 15 possible There 1s nothing 1 the concept of speed that
renders a speed greater than that of light impossible For example,
a disembodied spirit, 1f such exist, might be able to travel with a
speed greater than that of light The possibility, however, cannot
be realized by physical means and iherefore falls outside the realm
of physical possibilities

Thus possibility 1s relative to a realm or unmiverse of discourse.
Now, as we have seen, there 1s a hierarchy of laws Accordmgly an
entity whieh 1s possible 1 one system 1s impossible in another If
we consider changes 1 the possibility or impossibility of an event
or thing, we must recognize, however, that different entities are
involved For example, 1f I say that a speed greater than that of
hght is possible, the entity which may have this property is merely
an entity having a speed,ﬂthe entity might be an angel. But if I say
that such a speed 1s physically impossible I 1mply that the entity
has physical characteristies, such as mass, weight, ete. If I say that
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it 1s possible for a physical body to move one hundred yards in
five seconds, I ascribe to the body physical characters But I do
not preseribe the means of attaining that speed If I say that it 1s
impossible for a sprinter to run one hundred ) ards 1n five seconds
I mmply that the entity 1s a body having specific physiological
characters

I shall further explain the concept of possibihity by discussing
the 1elation between possibility and actuality By actuality I mean
reality whieh exists in the present Things which are given 1n 1mme-
diate experience are actual, things which 1t 1s possible to experience
under certain econditions may also be called actual Inthe preceding
sentence I have defined actuality in terms of possibility, this pro-
cedure will be diseussed in detail later In the present context I
distinguish actuality and possibility,

The actual 1s possihle The observation of an aetual thing or
event 15 a verification of its possibility Thus actuality implies
possibility But the possible need not be actual At the present
moment the bridge across San Francisco Bay 1s possible, but not
actual Indeed, the concept of possibility suggests that the possible
event or thing 1 not actual We frequently characterize a thing as
merely possible Thus, although our definition of possibility 1s such
that actunality 1s a speecial case of possibility, namely, demonstrated
or verified possibility, nevertheless, in the 1estricted use of the
term, possibility applies to an event o1 thing that is not actual,
Concerning a possibility 1t 1s impoitant to know the means of real-
1zing 1t, of making 1t actual The possible, then, 1s something which
1s not actual, but of such a natw e that 1ts realization 1s compatible
with the relevant system of laws or conditions

The relation between the possible and the actual suggests alter-
native expressions of possibility A possibility 1s something which
may be realized under specific conditions, or which can be realized
1f certain acts are performed The term smay expresses the 1dea that
the nature of the possible is compatible with some system of laws.
The term can expresses something more positive, it expresses the
capacity or ability to engage 1n certain types of activity Thus the
term can 1mplies that a certain act or event 1s compatible with the
laws of the agent’s own nature The term may expresses the fact
that the external environment 1s consistent with an event or thing.
The term can expresses the conformity of the possibility to the
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intrinsic nature of some agent Thus we say that a body may have
a speed of ten feet per second It 1s possible for the body to move
with a speed of ten feet per sccond Such a motion 1s consisient
with the laws of physies But we say, a man can throw a ball with
a speed of ten feet per second It is possible for him to throw a ball
ten feet per second It 1s consistent with the laws of his organism
that he throw a ball with the given speed In addition, we use the
expressions might and could These terms express possihility, not
actuality under certam conditions For example, 1f a southwest
wind 1s blowing we say that 1t may rain But we say, 1f a southwest
wind were to blow 1t might 1a1n Agam, a good sprinter can run one
hundred yards in ten seconds We may say of a certain man that
he could run one hundred yairds in ten seconds if he would tramn
It would be possible for hum to run that fast 1f he would conform to
certamn rules Thus might or could express a possibility which 1s
conditioned by another possibility

In view of the preceding discussion we see that there 1s a correla-
tion between possthility and the future So far as the possible 1s
not actual the realization of the possible belongs 1n general to the
future This s especially exemplified by physical possibilities, since
physical processes oceur at a finite speed Thus we may think of
possihilities, that 1s, possible events and things, as in the future An
1mportant example 15 a possible experience A possible experience .
will be transformed mmto given experience i1f specific processes
occur These processes require time, and thus the present possi-
bility 1s transformed into an actuality in the future

To summarize the foregoing diseussion of the empirical charac-
teristics of possibility The concept of possibility expresses com-
patibhhity with specific conditions or laws In a wide semse the
actual 18 possible, but i a more restricted sense a possible entity 1s
one that 1s not actual at the moment The terms may and can indi-
cate whether possibility 1s consistency with external or internal
conditions. The terms might and could express possibilities that are
subject to conditions which 1n turn are possibilities. We have also
seen that possibility 1s relative to a realm or universe of discourse.
Indeed, the foregoing discussion has been in terms of examples
which belong to a restricied realm, namely, of physical and physio-
logical possibilities But there are many other realms of possibility.

A mathematical possibility 1s one which 1s compatible with the
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laws which define a system of mathematiecs Consider, for example,
the equation 5z =5 This equation has one possible solution, there
is only one value of r which satisfies the equatinn The equation
defines only one possibality for r Consider next an equation such
as z+-y=0 There 1~ a set of possible values of » and y which sat-
isfy the eguation A more complex definition of a possibility 1s
given by an ordinary differential equation The solution expresses
the dependent variable as a function of the independent variable
and an appropriate number of arbitrary constants For every speei-
fication of the arbitrary constants one obtains a possible particular
solution A poss-ible solution 1+ a function of the independent vari-
able whach satisfies the dufferential equation In general we may
mterpret the ereation of a system of mathematies as the construe-
tion of a set of possibilities—ohjeects that satisfy the laws of the
mathematical s3stem

Mathematical possibility 15 something or an exception to our
general prinaples It is doubtful whether the temporal aspect 15
relerant. and furthermore the distinetion between actuality and
possibihity tends to disappear

Somewhat sumilar to mathematical possibility 15 legal possibility
A legal possibility 15 one whiel 15 consistent with the laws of a state

Of particular mnterest 15 the concept of theoretical possibility A
theoretical possilnlity 15 exemplified by an explanation or hypothe-
s1s which serves to interpret facts Thus we speak of a possible
hypothesis Again a deduection from a well founded theory is a
theoretical pussibility This latter type of possibility oecurs often
1n contemporaty physics Recently R C Tolman and others have
discussed possible models of the physical umiverse, the eriterion of
possibility bemng consistenes wath the general theory of relativity
The theory 15 sufhcienily general to permit the construetion of
various models which conform to the laws In other words, a set
of worlds 15 possible In order to decide whieh of the various the-
oretical possibilities 1s actual, recourse is had to observation in
order to discover the details that are not preseribed by the theory.
1% 15 concervable that a more detailed theory may be discovered in
which there 1s only one possibility which is the actuality

As another example let us suppose that an eleetron 1s revolving
around a positive nucleus, and suppose that the mitial conditions
are such that the orbit 1s an ellipse Then in classical physies a
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continuous series of ellipses 1s possible, that 1s, consistent with the
laws of motion The Bohr quantum theory of the atom was based
upon the principle that not all elassical orbits are possible The
possible ones are subjeet to quantum conditions Thus the classical
possibilities were limited by additional conditions The theory
does not determine which orbits a1e actual, this must be discovered
by observation on spectra a

Having sketched the empirical characteristies of the possible, I
propose next to analyze the function of the concept 1n definition.
As a first illustration I econsider the definition of a thing A thing
may be exemplified by a table, chair, ete At the present moment I
am percerving a thing, the desk upon whieh this paper is placed
My perception of the desk or1ginates in my experience of a visible
aspeet of the desk The desk 1s an entity with an aspect which is
given m my present experience But the given aspects of the desk
by no means exhaust i1ts nature If I perceive from another position
I experience aspects of the desk which are oiher than those which
are at present given to me We may express this fact by the state-
ment that the desk has ginen and possible aspeets The aspeets of
the desk which are not now given, but which I could experience 1f
I acted 1n a specific manner, arc called possible aspects The desk
consists of the totality of 1ts given and possible aspects

The possible aspects of a thing are corielated by definite laws
Thus 1f T walk away from the desk I shall experience a sequence
of aspects which are correlated by the laws of perspective Having
found such relations between the aspects of a thing, we have a
method of determining whethier an 1magined aspect 1s possible or
not Suppose that I piropose the hvpothesis that a deseribable
aspect of the desk 1s a possible aspect from a speeified point of view.
If the aspect conforms to the lans of correlation between the as-
peets 1t 1s a possible aspeet Aspects which have been observed are
proved by observation to have been possible Hypothetical aspects
may be proved to be possible or impossible by reference to the laws
of correlation. The final test of possibility, however, 1s observation.

An actual thing, such as the desk, is thus defined 1n terms of the
possibility of aspects Bu.t since we distingmished between possibil-
1ty and actuality there appears to be a contradiction,

A possible thing 15 to be defined in terms of the possibility of
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aspeets. An actual thing is also defined 1n terms of possible aspects.
Now a possible aspeet becomes a given one 1f certain processes
oceur, for example, if certain acts dare performed The processes by
which the possible aspects of 2 possible thing become given are
different from those by which the possible aspects of an actual
thing become given. Experience of the possible aspects of a possible
thing requires specific construetive activities The possible aspeet
of an actual thing may Le experienced after activities such as turn-
mg the head walking ete . that 15, after activities whieh ordinarily
are not called eonstructive The type of activity invelved 1n bmld-
1ng a house so that one may perceiveit 1s different from the activity
of gomg to see a house wluich 1s already actual Thus there 1s no
contradiction hetween the view that the possible 15 not actual and
the definition of an actual thing in terms of possibility.

Our analysis of the concept of thing thus yields the result that a
thing is a possibility of perveption The thing consists of 1ts possi-
ble aspeets We may express the nature of a thing hy the state-
ment that it 1s possible to experience aspects of the thing. If one
performs specific operations one will experience specifie aspeets of
the thimg The definition of a thing 1n terms of possibility 1s thus
expressed by a conditional proposition

A second example of the nse of the concept of possihility 15 given
m the defimtion of space Einstemn has offered the following de-
seription Space 1s the totality of possibilities of 1elative position
of practically rigid bodies Instead of the expression possibility of
position we may use the phrase possible position Space, then. 1s the
totality of possible relative positions Now our knowledge of space
18 based upon the observation that bodies stand 1n specific relations
to one another For example, we may have three bodies A, B, C,
such that B 1s Letween A and C Our apprebension of the nature
of this relation 1nvolves an understanding of the formal proper-
ties of the relation, for example, that 1t 15 transitive Qur apprehen-
sion also 1volves an mtwmtive kmowledge which is obtained when
we actually perceive three bodies in such a relation. Again, be-
tween two hodies there is a quantitative relation called distance.
Thus we find various spahal relations between bodies The state-
ment that a body 1s in space means that it 1s a term to these several

relations The position of a body 1s the quality of being a term to
such spatial relations.
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Now, given a spectfic configuration of bodaes, 1t 1s possible to
displace the bodies so as to change the configuration It 1s possible
for the bodies to stand m different 1elations Thus 1f B 1s mmitially
between A and C, 1t 1s posstble to displace the bodies so that A 1s
between B and C Again, the distance hetween two bodies may be
changed, that 18, 1t 18 possible to change the distance between them.
The foregoing description expresses the meaning of the statement
that space 1s the totality of possible positions, or the totality of
possibilities of position It 1s of the nature of space that bodies may
stand 1n various spatial relations It 15 compatible with the nature
of space that a system may occupy 1n the future a position which 18
at present a possible posifion The statement, a specific position of
a system 1s possible, means, 1f the system 1s acted upon in a specific
manner, the specifie set of spatial relations between the constituent
bodies and some frame of reference will become actual. The de-
seription of space in terms of possibility implies that 1t 1s pos-
sible to displace a system from a specific position to a new posttion.

In coneluding this diseussion about space I remark that since a
body 1s defined in terms of possihility the defimtion of space 1n
terms of possibility imvolves possibility 1n a twofold manner.

As another example let us consider the concept of energy In
dynamics the energy of a body is defined as 1ts capacity to do work.
For example, i1f a body of mass m 1s moving with speed v, in virtue
of 1ts motion the body can do work against an obstacle of amount
1% mv* This quantity 1s the measure of the kinetic energy of the
body Thus the kinetic energy of a body 1s 1ts eapacity to do work
1 virtue of 1ts motion We may now express the concept of energy
1n terms of possibility The statement, a body has kinetic energy,
means that 1t 15 possible for the body to exert a force against an
obstacle through a distance and thus do work If a body 1s moving
freely with a speed v 1t 1s not doing work But 1f it meets an obsta-
cle the body will exert a force on 1t through a distance, thereby
doing work.

Again, a system is able to do work 1n virtue of the relative posi-
tions of its parts Thus, a stretched spring is able to exert a force
during the displacement which brings it back to the unstretched
position, A system whicly 1s able to do work in virtue of the relative
positions of 1ts parts is said to have potential energy Potential
energy 1s the capacity to do work 1n virtue of position If we now
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model our definitions after those of thing and space we may say
that the energy of a body or system 1s the possible work 1t ean do

Energy is defined 1n terms of the possimhity of exerting a force
through a distance Since space 18 defined in terms of the possibali-
ties of position of bodies, and bodies are defined 1n terms of possi-
ble experiences, 1t follows that the concept of energy involves
possibility 1n a threefold manner

One may also give an account of universals i terms of possi-
bility Let us suppose that we have given two red patches Each
patch has 1ts specific qualities whieh, following Professor D C.
Williams, I shall eall abstract particulars Now by assumption the
two patches are sunilar 1n a speecific respect, they are sumilar with
respect to color In the theory of nniversals we form the concept
of a universal redness of which the specific redness of each patch
1s an mstanee The universal redness may be called an abstract
universal

The emprrical facts may now he expressed 1 terms of the con-
cept of possibility To say that a particular gualhity of the pateh A
1S an 1nstance of a universal, means that 1t 1s possible to find patches
B, C, D, ete, such that A 1s similar to B, A 1ssimilarto C, etc,1n a
specific respect That A, B, C have a common quality, redness,
means that 1t 15 possible to establish a relation of similarity be-
tween A, B, C

As a final example I shall interpret the equations of physies 1n
terms of possibility

Our knowledge of the physical world 1s expressed in equations;
for example, the law of falling bodies 18 expressed by s =14 gi* In
order to interpret such an equation let nus deseribe an experiment
by whieh 1t 15 verified The law of falling bodies may be verified by
observations on a ball rolling down an inelined groove Let us
suppose, then, that we have constructed such a groove Our next
task 1s to lay off a scale for the measurement of distances along the
groove We therefore take a standard measuring rod, place one end
at the top of the groove and attach the symbol 0 to the point on the
groove which coincides with the end of the rod. The point which
comecides with the lower end of the rod 1s labeled 1 The rod is then
displaced so that the upper end coincides,with the point labeled 1,
and the point comeiding with the other end 1s labeled 2, ete In this
manner a scale for distance 1s constructed along the groove In
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addition we have a clock which ticks, each interval between the
ticks being a umit of time We are now ready to begin the experi-
ment

‘We place the ball 1n the groove so that 1ts position 1s to be labeled
0 Then, upon a given tick of the clock, which 15 labeled zero, we
release the ball As the ball rolls down the groove we observe 1ts
position at the suceessive ticks of the clock Suppose we find that,
at the times 0, 1, 2, 3, 4, the position of the ball1s 0, 1, 4,9,16 We
can express the correlation of distance passed over with elapsed
tume by s= 14 at * That 1s, the distance varies as the square of the
time We may now express the sigmficance of the formula by the
statement, It 1s possible to assign variable numbers s and ¢, and a
constant a, such that s =14 at * Now as the angle of inclination of
the groove1s 1nci eased the constant g approaches the value g, where
g 1s the constant acceleration of freely falling bodies Thus, if one
assigns numbers 1n accordance with preseribed rules, the numbers
satisfy a speeific functional relation

It 18 necessary to add that the interpretation of an equation
which expresses an experimental result, must be formulated with
care If the experiment has been performed we may express the
result of the experiment by the statement, Numbers were assigned
such that a specific relation was satisfied Or we may say, It was
possible to assign numbers so that a specific relation was satisfied. If
we say, however, It 1s possible to assign numbers such that a specifie
relation 1s satisfied, then we imply that this possibihity could be
realized 1n the future We are making a prediction If the prediec-
tion 18 made upon the basis of a past experiment, one presupposes
a principle of the uniformity of nature

m

Thus far, I have considered the empirical criteria of possibility
and 1ts function 1n the definition of concepts We must now con-
sider the metaphysies of possibility. I wish especially to consider
the ontological status of a possibility while it is merely a possi-
bility. What 1s the reality of a possibility before it is realized and
becomes an actuality? There 1s also the related problem of the
ground of possibility.

An adequate answer to the present problem would require a com-
plete metaphysies I shall hmit my discussion, however, to the
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status of those possibilities which have been referred to in the
definitions and deseriptions of the preceding discussion I am in-
terested in the slatus or grounds of the possibilities which ehar-
acterze actual entities, such as actual things, space, energy, uni-
versals, and equations which expiess physical laws

The fundamental problem 1s that of the ontologieal status of the
possible aspects of an actnal thing The thing, as we have seen,
consists of given and possible aspects What 1s the ontological
status of the possible aspects while they ai1e merely possible? One
also uses the term possible experience What 1s the status of the
content of a possible experience while 1t 1s merely possible ?

The first theory which I shall consider may be called a neo-real-
istie theory of possible aspects According to this theory the non-
experienced aspect, the possible aspect, 1s actual though not given.
The transfoimation of a possible aspeet into a given aspect does not
change the ontological status of the aspect The change from possi-
bility to actuality 1s merely the proces of knowing

As an 1llustration consider a round penny and let us suppose
that 1ts position 1s fixed 1 space for a time sufficiently long that the
following considerations will hold As I walk away from the penny
along a transveise diameter I experience a series of round visible
aspects which hecome smaller and smaller According to the neo-
realistic theory all these aspects exist prior to their apprehension
The process of awareness 1s merely a selection of what already
exists But the set of eircular aspects 1s but one set of aspeets of the
penny If I walk from the penny mn an oblique direction I shall
experience a series of elliptical aspects Corresponding to every
possible Iine from the penny there 1s a series of aspects On the neo-
realistic theory the world becomes very full of aspects

In contrast to the neo-realistic theory we may hold that the
possible aspect has no reality when 1t 1s merely possible The possi-
ble aspect of the desk which I do not at present perceive 1s an object
of thought, but nothing real, actual, or existent, From this point of
view things exist only when they are perceived Their reality 1s
constituted by perception I shall eall this theory phenomenalism
According to phenomenalism, reality 1s to be aseribed only to the
momentary contents of consciousness The unfolding of experience
18 the creation of reality The further development of phenomenal-
1sm may be continued 1n various ways
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One may view consciousness as a complex of present experiences
Al] that one can do 1s to deseribe the o1der of appearance and dis-
appearance of contents of experience There 1s no fur ther explana-
tion of the tr1ansformation of possibilities into actualities One can
find sequences among experiences In the light of these sequences
one may venture to predict that a g1ven experience will be followed
by a specific experience, but the mechanism whereby a possibihity
becomes an actuality 1s not considered This theory is Humean
skepticism

Or one may assume that the subject 1s a substantial entity which
generates the order of experience Experience 1s the creation of
reality by a subject This theory may be called subjectivism

A theory which 1s mntermediate hetween the neo-realistic theory
and phenomenalism 1s dualistic realism According to this view the
possible aspect 18 not real when 1t 1s only possible One may, how-
ever, speak of a ground of possibility which 1s actual Such a
ground of possibility 1s an independently real thing The experi-
enced aspect of the thing 1s the representative of the real thing
The reality acts upon an ohserver and thereby produces the ob-
servable aspects of the thing, so that the observable aspect 1s the
outeome of an interaction beiween the thing and the observer. It
1s beyond the scope of the present paper to discuss the various
types of dualistiec realism

The positivist, however, would brush aside these various theories
of the status of the possible aspects of actual things, and declare
that 1t 1s hopeless or even meaningless, to raise the question of the
status of possible aspects From the positivistic point of view possi-
bility 1s a fundamental concept The only explanation that one can
give of the possibility of aspects of an actual thmmg 1s that the
aspect will be given after a specific type of activity, namely, the
activity which 1esults 1n perception If I should perform specific
acts I would experlence the aspect The nature of possibility 1s thus
expressed by a conditional proposition My view 18 that the posi-
tivistie theory 1s an adequate basis for a philosophy of science.
Hence 1n this paper I do not wish to decide the more ultimate ques-
tion of the ontological status or ground of possibility.

The positivistic functiop of possibility may also be exemplified in
the theory of space Space was defined as the totality of possible
positions What 1s the status of a position while it 18 merely possi-
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blef A realistic theory of space would attribute actuality to the
possible positions In effect, possibility is thereby transformed mnto
a substance In a positivistic theory one wonld recognize that the
concept of possibility of position merely expresses the conditional
proposition, If a system 1s displaced 1t will oeccupy some new posi-
tion. From the positivistic point of view 1t 1s unnecessary to
hypostatize possibilities of position

The energy of a body or system 1s defined as 1ts capacity to do
work Using the concept of possibility, we may say, that a body has
energy means that 1t 1s possible for the body to exert a force
through a distance Energy 1s defined 1n terms of the possibility of
doing work What 1s the status or ground of tlus possibility before
1t becomes actual ® The physicist has found an answer 1n the con-
cept of energy as a substance Thus we hypostatize the possibility
of dommg work 1nto a substance whach resides in the body whieh ean
exert a force through a distance The concept of energy 1s then not
merely an expression of possibilities 1t represents a substance
From the positivistic point of view one should restrict oneself to
the definition of energy mn terms of possibility That a body has
kinetic energy, for example, means not that a quantity of sub-
stance inheres in 1t, but that if the body meets an obstacle 1t wall do
work upon 1t That a hody has kinetiec energy means that 1t 1s pos-
sible for the body to do work

Let us now turn to the problem of the ground of concepts The
formation of concepts 1s an expression of the faect that there are
similarities between the qualities of different things For example,
let us have given two red patches The color of the one pateh 1s
similar to the color of the other patch We may therefore represent
the color of hoth patehes by the same concept of redness Thus we
say that the color of this pateh 1s red, the color of that pateh 1s red
The phrase ‘“is red” expresses the application of the concept of
redness to the qualities of the i1wo patches and thence to the patches
The applicability of a concept to experience expresses the fact that
it 1s possable to find several things with symilar qualities. The posi-
tivistie interpretation of concepts would rest at this point. The
realist, however, transforms the possibility into a substance when
he assumes the reality of the universal which appears n all 1its
mnstances Thus the ground of the possibility of similarity 1s iden-
tity The two red patches have identically the same redness as
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quality What 1s the status of the universal when 1t has no imn-
stances? In the reahstic theory the umversal dwells in a realm of
subsistence The possthility of similarity 1s transformed 1nto a uni-
versal which has actuality 1n a realm of subsistence.

As alast topie in this discussion of the ontologieal status of possi-
bility I wish to consider the basis of the interpretation of the equa-
tions of physics We have seen that physical laws are expressed by
equations such as s=14 gi®, F=ma We are immediately con-
fronted with a problem of interpretation One interpretation is
that an equation expresses a relation between properties The
symbols do not stand for the measures but for the properties. But
this view requares the realistic theory of universals The positivistic
interpretation 1s that an equation implies that it is possible to
assign numbers such that the equation 1s satisfied I wish now to
consider the ground of the possibility We immediately eome upon
some further problems of interpretation

Let us take the equation F =ma, force s equal to mass tvmes
acceleration I raise the question, Is 1t significant to ask whether
this equation 1s true or false”? In other words, Does the equation
express a proposition or does 1t express a definition ¢ If the equation
expresses a defimition 1t 1s meaningless to ask whether it is true or
false Now, the foregoing equation 1s one that has been interpreted
1n various ways One may say that we have independent definitions
of foree, mass, and acceleration and that therefore 1t 1s signmificant
to assert the relation between them Or one may contend that the
equation 1s merely a definition of the symbol # 1n terms of mass and
acceleration Now 1n the development of science an experimental
law 1s frequently transformed into a definition One may contend
that this transformation has occurred in the force equation. In
view of a certain amount of freedom in the interpretation of our
equations, I adopt, therefore, a general interpretation Concerning
an equation such as the force equation the important question 1s
whether 1t 1s applicable for the deseription of phenomena. If 1t 1s
applicable 1t may be either because the relation holds between the
independently defined quantities, or because the equation defines
a quantity the mtroduction of which sumplifies the theory. For
example, we may mterpret the force equation 1n the following way :
It 1s possible to assign m and ¢ such that F =ma 1s useful in the
buillding up of a system of physics
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‘Whether our equations be interpreted as true propositions or as
useful definitions, 1t 1s certaimnly true that 1t 1s possible to assign
some symbols, such as numbers, to bodies and phenomena This
raises the question, How 1s measurement possible ? Let us assume
that we can assign the symbol m to a body so that s may be called
the measure of mass How 1s this possible? In answer one may
assume the existence of physical properties so that there 1s a cor-
respondence between physical properties and symbols

Let us take length One of the properties of physical bodies 1s
that of length, for example, the length of a rod. Now, we can see
and feel a length Eddington I might add, contends that length 1s
not part of the picture which the physical world presents to us I
shall assume, nevertheless, that we experience length as a quality
Now, we judge lengths as great or small and by means of qualita-
tive estimates we arrange lengths 1n a series by means of the
relation “greater than™ or “less than” DBut we can measure a
length In order to do so we take a 10d the length of which 1s
assumed to be standard and count the numher of times that the
standard can be laid off on the length which 1s being measured
This operation depends upon the obse: vation of coincidences One
end of the standard 1s hrought into commeidence with one end of the
rod to be measured The other end of the standard 1s marked on the
rod Then the standaid is displaced so that 1ts origin coineides with
the pomnt which previously comeided with the other end of the
rod, ete By counting, one ohtains a measure-number which ex-
presses the length of the rod with respeet to the given standard
Thus 1t 18 possible to assign a measure to a quality

Is the method of measurement correct? Does the previously
described method coriectly measure a length ? If we raise the ques-
tion of the correctness of the method of measurement we assume
that there 1s an independent measure of the quality But this 1s not
8o The process of measurement 1s echaracterized by individual
criteria by which 1t 1s determined whether it is correctly apphed
or not The measure 15 assigned by a method which is determined
by convention The method of measurement creates a new char-
acter of the body—a character which in our example is defined in
terms of the coineidences observed with, a standard rod Such a
character 1s useful because 1t 18 reproducible and because there is
a good correlation with qualitative length With reference to
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length which has an mtuitive basis, one may contend that the
experience of length furnishes the ground of the possibility of
measuring length The same argument might hold for hotness and
1ts measure, temperature But when we consider properties like
electric charge, magnetic pole strength, etc the matter becomes
more doubtful These properties are defined in terms of the aceom-
panying forces Numbers are assigned, but there 1s no direct intui-
tive basis as there 1s for length and temperature Now, since all
physical measurements depend upon the observation of coinei-
dences, 1t follows that a measure-number 1s 1n effeet the represen-
tative of certain possibilities of coincidence The possibility of
measurement depends upon the possibility of reproducing coinei-
dences

It 15, however, attractive to assume the existence of properties
which are symbolized by our measures Relations between proper-
ties could then Le viewed as the ground of the possibility of our
equations between measures The empirical faect 1s, however, that
for the most part we work with numbers which are obtained by the
observation of coincidences We must therefore assume the prop-
erties The assumption of properties corresponding to measures
may be interpreted in one of two ways It may be viewed as an hy-
pothesis which 1s exther true or false We would then have to assume
some other means of access to the properties Or the assumption
may be viewed as a postulate which c1eates the properties by defi-
nition But such an assumption of properties presupposes the real-
istic theory of universals The positivistic eriticism is that the mate-
rial for theoretical discussion 1s furnished by the measurements
Measurement 1s based upon coincidences The functional relations
which express physical laws express correlations between coinei-
dences The possibility of measurement from the empirical point of
view 18 based upon the observability and reproducibility of coinei-
dences The usefulness of measurement depends upon the predicta-
bility of coincidences upon the basis of past comncidences. Such
predictability implies an order of nature How 1s such an order of
nature possible  Thus the problem with which we started, how is it
possible to assign numbers such that specific relations are satisfied,
1s but a special case of the more general problem, how is an order of
nature possible A discussion of the ground of the order, if there be
such, lies beyond the scope of the present paper But this much may
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be remarked partly by way of summary We have a tendeney to
hypostatize possibility m order to furmish a ground for it. We
transform possibilitics mto substances Thus, the possibility of
experience which constitutes a thing 1s transformed into an inde-
pendent reality Space and energy are transformed into substances
and the concept gives rise to a subsistent entity The realistic
tendency would be to ground the possibility of science 1n an order
of nature It accords with the spirit of a positivistie theory of possi-
bility to 1gnore such problems

v

As a final topie I shall interpret the quantum theory in terms
of a positivistic concept of possibthty It 1s necessary, however, to
preface the diseussion by an account of the relation between possi-
bility and probability

The definition of probability requires the concept of possibility
Consider, for example, a coin which has two faces, heads and tails.
If one tosses the comn and allows 1t to come to rest on a flat surface,
there are two possible results, exther heads or tails turns up I have
previously pointed out that possibility implies compatibility with
a system of laws The set of possibilities 1n the present example
1s determmed by the laws of staties The possible results of a throw
are those 1n which the eoin lies flat 1n stable equilibrium Theoreti-
cally the coin might stand on edge, practically, however, this result
does not cceur ITence we may say that the laws of staties, which
determine the states of stable equilibrium of the comn, determine
that there be two possible results of a throw, heads and tails Now,
suppose that the coin 1s thrown many times, or that many coins
are tossed simultaneously The approximate outecome of the exper:-
ment 1s that half of the results are heads and half tai1ls In a series
of experiments the fraction of heads or tails wall fluctuate about the
number one-half Accordingly we say that the probability that
heads will turn up is one-half, similarly the probability of tails is
one-half Both possibihities are said to be equally probable. The
probability of a given result 1s equal to the ratio of favorable oe-
currences to the total number of equally probable possible oceur-
ences .

In order to prepare for the statement of the quantum theory I
wish also to review the description of a thing. A thing, we have
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previously seen, 1s to be described as an entity having possible
aspects, some of which may be given Even though no aspect of a
thing 1s given at a specific moment, the thing may exist, or be
actual We may assert that the thing exists, that 1t 1s red, ete. The
meaning of such assertions 1s that 1t 1s possible to perceive aspects
of the thing, for example, a red aspect If we act 1n a specific manner
we will experience aspeets of the thing The foregoing account is a
qualitative deseription of a thing

Now we can assign numbers to the properties of a thing. Accord-
1ngly 1t 18 possible to give a quantitative description of a thing 1n
terms of the several measures that 1t 1s possible to assign to it. For
example, we may say that a rod 1s ten feet long This means that it
15 possible to lay off a foot rule ten fimes along the rod If one
performs specific operations one observes coincidences 1n virtue of
which one assigns the measure ten, relative to a foot rule, to the
rod From the physieal point of view a thing is characterized by
the measures which ecan be assigned to 1ts properties. I call a thing
which 1s characterized by physical measures a body Thus a physi-
cal body 1s a thing for which a set of physical quantities have spe-
cific values From the quantitative point of view the measures are
the essential characters of a body or system That a body is a
particle 1s expressed by the proposition that the position of the
body 1s represented by precise values of coordinates, such as z, y,
and z We conceive of these values as characterizing an entity which
we picture 1n our 1magination as a very small body, for example, a
sphere This 1mage 1s an aid to thought, but its intuitive aspects
must not be taken too literally Thus, the spatial coordinates of a
body may be 1magined upon a background of intuitive space. Simi-
larly, the temperature of a body may be imagined upon a back-
ground which originates 1n sensations of hotness and coldness. The
measures of electric charge and magnetic moment, however, do not
have such a direct intwitive basis We would need to postulate
properties which correspond to these measures.

From the physical point of view the essential nature of a physi-
cal system is characterized by the values of a specific set of numeri-
cal measures Corresponding to possible aspects there are possible
values of specific physica] quantities The system is characterized
qualitatively by possible aspects, quantitatively by possible meas-
ures, measures which may be obtained on observation. That a sys-
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tem with specific metrical characters exists, means that it is pos-
sible to find specific values for a set of physical quantities We
would say, however, that the system actually has those metrical
characters The meaning 1s that 1t 1s possible to obtain these values
upon wmeasurement The assertion that the system is truly char-
acterized by 1t< possible neasures means that 1f one performs pre-
seribed operations specific measures will be obtained Now 1
classical physies the possibility was delerminate Under preseribed
circumstanccs and upon specified operations only one result would
be obtained Ignoring errors of measurement the possible measure
was unique

The quantum theory has mtrodnred a radically different point
of view The fnundamental assumption of this theory 1s that it is
possible to assign to a physical system an operator which stands
for a physical quantity The characteristie values of the operator
are the possible results of a measurement of the quantity Thus in-
stead of a unique and determinate possibility as in the elassical
theory, there 15 a set of possibilities assceiated with a physieal
quantity The transformation of a possibihity into an observed
measure 1s not determined According to the classical theory, 1f one
performs a specifie operation one obtains a definite result Aecord-
ing to the quantum theory, 1f one performs a specific operation one
does not 1n general obtain a specific result Any one of a set of
values may be deternuned In the claswical theory the realization
of a possibility 15 certain, 1 the quantum theory the realization of
a possibility 1s a matter of probability which varies from zero
to one There 15 a probability for the observation of each speeifie
possibility

Consider, for example an electron which 1s moving 1n a straight
Line with a determinate momentum The position of the eleetron on
the line is indetermimate All positions are possible and have an
equal probahility We represent the state of the electron by a wave
function which determines a probability of position which is inde-
pendent of position

We may now ask, What is the status of the possibilities of posi-
tion before observation? This question is sumilar to the one eon-
cerning the status of the possible aspect of the desk before I
percerve 1t The positivist ignores this qﬁestlon All that one has a
right to say empirically 1s that 1f one performs specific operations
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one will experience the possible aspect The meaning of the possi-
bility 1s expressed by the conditional judgment A similar view 1s
to be adopted for the quantum theory If we ask, What is the status
before observation of the various possibilities of position of an
electron, the positivist replies that the only significant statement
one can make about these possibilities 1s that 1f we perform specific
operations we shall experience one of a set of possibilities

Since a specific property of a bodv 1s thus characterized by a set
of possibilities, our classical pictures are not wholly adequate as
mages of physical reality In particular the classical image of a
particle must be used with caution But we should not be too dis-
turbed by this result When we nnagine a classical particle we tend
to think of possibilifies as really existing while only possible We
construet our 1mage 1n the light of a realistic theory. But in the
positivistie 1ntelpretation we must not 1aise the guestion of the
ontological status of possibilities whale they are merely possibilities

If an electron has deternunate momentum we represent 1its state
by a wave function such that 1t determines a probability of posi-
tion which 1s independent of position All positions are possible and
equally probable But just as we say that a body 1s red when a red
aspect 1s a possible experience, so we may say that the electron is
distributed along a line 1n the sense that all positions are possible
for observation There 1s no difficully m this view 1f we stick to a
positivistic theory But if we think of the possibilities as actualities,
1f we adopt a realistic theory of possihility, then we have the diffi-
culty of deciding how the electron can be at all points on a line The
difficulty 1s the same as that raised in considering the body which
feels both warm and cold Such fundamental difficulties 1n the
theory of knowledge are 1ignored, evaded, or transcended, 1n a posi-
tivistie theory of possibility

Suppose that we wish to 1magie an electron We may use as
mmage a classical pieture of a particle, but we must recognize that
a determination of position may not yield the same result in every
expermment We need to think of the electron as distributed in
space But the distribution 1s one of possibilities. If such an idea
seems paradoxical it is because we hypostatize the possibilities into
the actualities of a realigtic theory

The question may be asked, Is the indeterminacy in reality or in
knowledge ? Since reality 1s defined in terms of possibility and the
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possibilities are not determinate the indeterminism characterizes
reality If we suggest that reality 1s determinate, but knowledge
is indeterminate, we think 1n terms of a duahistic theory of knowl-
edge The positivistic theory, however, 1s designed to avoid dual-
1sm We may also attempt to restrict the indetermimism to the
numerical measures and ascribe determinateness to properties,
but then we have the problem of finding a means of access to these
properties Stiict adherence to the empirieal situation requires
us to mnterpret ndeterminism 1n measurement as an indeterminism
1n reality

I need also to explain in positivistic language the propositions
about the probability of a specific possibility We have seen that
probability 1s defined in terms of a statistical ratio Hence, if we
say that an electron may be found 1n any position along a line and
that all positions are equally probable, our assertion 1s a statistical
one It means that we must consider an assembly of electrons, all
having the same momentum If we divide the line 1nto equal seg-
ments, equal numbers of electrons will be found in all the seg-
ments, chance fluctuations excepted

The position of a single electron 1s characterized by a set of possi-
bilities Upon observation the electron may be found in any one of
a set of positions Now, there seem to be two possible modes of n-
terpretation of this fact We may say that the state of the eleetron
18 formed by superposition of states The eleetron 1s 1n a sense dis-
tributed along a line This 1 Dirac’s mode of expression Or we
may say that the nature of the electron 1s to be defined in statistical
terms An experiment with an assembly reveals that on the aver-
age the same number of electrons 1s found in equal segments of the
line The electron 1s always found in a defimite position, although
the particular position 1s subject to a statistical regularity This
last interpretation seems to be the most strietly positivistic It also
allows us to think of electrons as particles At the same time we
must avoid the view that the eleetron really has a definite position
before observation. The concept “before observation” is not per-
missible, before observation there is, strietly speaking, only a possi-
bility of position, which according to the theory is not strictly
determined Nevertheless, just as we say that a thing is red, before
the red aspect is given, so we say that the electron has position,
before ihe particular position 1s given If the momentum 1s deter-
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minate, we cannot say before the observation that the electron is
at a particular position The measurement creates the specifie
position

Thus we can use the particle picture with limitations. The wave
picture furnishes a graphieal representation of the wave funetion
which determines the probability of oceurrence of the electron m
a specific position Thus, mn the quantum theory the electron may
be visualized with the help of the images of particles and waves.

In view of the length of this paper I must forego an extended
summary 1 hope, however, that I have indicated the importance
of the concept of possibility in definitions of fundamental con-
cepts of science and philosophy A realistic philosophy provides an
ontological status or ground for possibility In a positivistic theory
reality itself 1s defined 1n terms of possibility According to posi-
trvism the meaning of possibility 1s exhausted 1n compatibility with
specific conditions or laws That a specific event is possible, means
that 1f specific conditions are realized the event will occur. Thus
the meaning of the law and the possibility of the event which is
determined by the law are expressed by a econditional judgment.

The positivistic theory of possibility ignores many problems
which have been considered fundamental in philosophy. The
theory 1s attractive, however, in that it 1s a direct expression of ex-
perience. Thus the positivistie theory of possibility 1s fundamental
in an empirieal philosophy of science
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unt1l he qualifies the noun by some adjective To make himself

intelligible to me, he must qualify possibility as logical or em-
pirical or physical or practical or psychological or in some other
way Each qualification suggests a context in which possibility ac-
quures a definite sense and use For mnstance, 1f logical possibility is
tantamount to concervability, the ability to think without contra-
diction does not deternine what 1s possible outside the realm of con-
ceptions Mathematieal infinities, categorical imperatives, concrete
universals, angelie souls, celestial eities, these and Iike coneeptions
are certainly not beyond the power of human thought, though pos-
sible 1n intellectu, their possibility wn re 1s another matter The
possibilities open to thought seem unhounded but we must look for
them n that context alone in which thinking oceurs By merely
taking thought we are unable to deeide what 1s possible 1n nature
or experience The most incorrigible rationalists will admit that
freedom from contradiction ecannot by 1tself guarantee the physical
possibility of an earthquake, the psychological possibility of a
crime, the biological possibility of immortality, the economic pos-
sibility of bdlancing national budgets, the legal possibility of con-
trollmg the liquor traffie, the political possibility of changmg an
acquisitive society imnto a functional one, the religious possibility
of worshiping an emergent deity The pomnt hardly needs stress-
ing that such possibilities are quite distinet from those which we
qualify by the adjective “logical.” The conditions requisite for
conceivability speeify but one class of possibility. There are other
classes And each depends upon those conditions which determine
the nature and extent of the particular context to which it 1s re-
lated. Ungualified possibility, possibility uberhaupt, I regard as
altogether meaningless We may distinguish sundry types of quali-
fied possibility, the qualification being supphed by the different

[81]}

IF ANYONE MENTIONS POSSIBILITY I do not know what he means
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contextual situations from which we abstract them, and, as long as
these contextual situations remain specifie, the possibilities they
entail must be viewed as enjoying equal specificity

I am 1n the habit of expiessing the distinetion between the un-
qualified and the quahfied by setting i opposition the words “as
such” and “such as ” It 1s an old story that plilosophers are bent
upon the “as such”—being as such, knowledge as such, truth as
such But without i1llustrative samples such as those which differ-
ent contexts supply, general concepts have no denotation The re-
sult1s either neglect of all context o1 exaggeration of some particu-
lar context We are in danger of treating a general concept as a
pure and absolute notion, one not derived from concrete and de-
notable things and events. or else we have the tendeney to endow
with generality a concept exemplified by characteristic objects and
oceurrences drawn from certain specific fields We confidently ex-
pect any “such as” to conform to what we define abstractly to be the
“as such?’ or we grossly mistake for the “as sueh” what 1s merely a
selected “such as ” Possibility, we shall soon see, 1s an example of
this Eather we tend to de-contextualize the concept, holding 1t to be
umversally applicable, or we surteplitiously substitute for its gen-
eral import what 1s t1ue only under the liniting eonditions of a
given context The temptation 1s great to construct the notion of
possithility as such, one under which all conceivable possibilities
might be subsumed, the temptation 1s equally great to select as
model a special type of possibility, such as the logieal or the psycho-
logical or the physical or the practical, and draw to its seale every
other type It will be the task of this essay to 1mpugn both these
tendencies T shall show that there can be no possibility as such and
that posstbilities such as various contexts imply are wrreducible to
each other

But before I emhark upon my task I should Iike to enter a caveat
against the use of possibility as substantive, as 1f 1t stood for some
ens wn potenia,some independent entity or being, concerning which
we must ask where 1t has 1ts abode, and 1n what manner it dwells
there If one possibility 1s said to be “logical” because its concep-
tion 1mmvolves no contradiction, and another 1s spoken of as “phys-
1cal” because 1ts occurrence 1s compatible with the laws of nature,
where 1s the one when not concerved and the other before it has
happened ? What kind of thing 1s that which only may be? How
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‘confront an object whose capacity for bemng 1s the only being 1t
has? These queries are famihar The preceding papers mn this vol-
ume have all, i one form or another, raised the guestion of the
ontological status of possibility Mr Lenzen, in particular, has
alluded to different theories bent upon reifying the possible by in-
vesting 1t either with existence or with subsistence These theories,
so ably sketched by him, all assume that an ens wn potentia is a veri-
table ens The assumption, whatever the epistemological and meta-
physical motives behind 1t, owes not a little of its plausibility to
the linguistic expedient of turning an adjective into a substantive
There 18 nothmg which discourse cannot transform mto an entity
by making 1t the subject of an attributive or relational judgment.
Possibility 1s nothing but a substantivized predicate Capacity for
bemg, and thisis all the predicate signifies 1f we adhere to 1ts etymo-
logical sense, eannot be endov ed w1th being without an initial self-
contradiction Between being and capacity for being, the distine-
tion must be drawn 1f the adjective possible 1s to have even a sem-
blance of significance The only bemng which the possible enjoys is
that of a term 1n discourse And anything which 1n discourse we
dwell upon. anything which becomes a theme of analysis and de-
scription, acquuires 1n a trice the status of a substantival entity For
adjectives when qualified by other adjectives mnevitably assume a
nonadjectival form Possibility 1s a substantive in form but an ad-
jeciive 1n intention Itis an abstract noun in the econtext of abstract
diseourse But 1t 1s dafficult not to hypostatize into a full-fledged
objeet a word capable of parading under the form of a substantive.
Hence the leap from substantivization to hypostatization Here 1f
anywhere Occam’s Razor may be profitably employed That instru-
ment 1s remarkably efficient in decimating entfities produced by
discourse But 1t must be used with caution Wielded by an un-
serupulous barber, 1ts sharp edge may cut off too many venerable
beards The language of philosophy, shorn of hoary notions, 1s 1n
danger of becoming jejune Besides, the habit of paring away en-
tities seemingly otiose creates the 1llusion that nature is as clean-
shaven as the intellectual system based upon the prineiple of par-
simony Nevertheless, the endeavor to avoid reifying possibility is
worth making The importance of the idea of possibility in the life
of reason lies mn the fact tHat 1t 15 not convertible into a “thing ”

I ntend to give to the term “possible” a sense strictly adjectival.
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Ishall devote my essay to the demonstiration that “objects” may be
described either as actual or as possible, the former 1f they have
being, the latter 1f they aie only capable of being The “possihle”
designates, as I shall argue, not “bemg” but “capacity for being:
latent 1 the actual ” Both these adjectives, actual and possibley
have elastic meanings, depending upon the criteria governing the
use of the term “being” under specific conditions 1n different con-
texts If sensible presence, for mstance, conditions the being of
an object, the object 15 actual 1f sensibly present, possible 1f 1t has
the capaecity to hecome so present Or, 1f the standard for the being
of an object 1s 1ts 1melusion 1n the system of bodies or events as 1n-
terpreted by the categories of physies, what 1s thus included merits
the appellation of actual what 15 capable of being ineluded there
becomes possibie Again, 1f the bemng of an object consists 1 the oc-
currence of predicted consequences 1esulting from directed opera-
tions, 1t 1s actual when the expected consequences occur, possible
when such consequences are viewed as capable of occurring Make
the vastest generalization of all, and say that being 1s 1dentical with
thought, then an object 1s actual 1f conceived and possible 1f only
conceivable Whatever heing signifies—and its capaeity for duffer-
ent significations makes possible different theories of being—that
whieh 1s sa1d to have being, 1n the specific sense 1n which the erueial
term 1s employed, 1s actual, and that which may be, 1n the same con-
text where the actual 1s, becomes possihle The definiteness of the
adjective possible thus 1ests upon two considerations In the first
place, 1t must refer to a context where something 1s actual, for 1t
is only 1n such a context that the distinetion can be made between
what 1s and what may be How, for instance, can we speak of a sen-
sation or a stimulus as possible unless 1n nature or behavior 1t re-
semble the sensations and stimuli that a1e actual® As Mr Church
has shown (1n connection with judgments that differ in modality)
actual and possible objects cannot p1esent a difference 1n “essence ”
A possibly hot sensation or stimulus must be, 1n “hotness,” sumilar
to or identical with that exemplified by an actually hot sensation
or stimulus Impossible are precisely such experiences or events as
are mncommensurable with their actual prototypes In the second
place, however, what 1s actual varies from context to context What
15 actual 1n the context of sensations, for example, differs from that
which 1s actual in the context of stimuli The manner of bemng
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which 1s aseribed to the feeling of heat 1s not the same as that
imputed to the heat of the fire And 1f one theory of being succeeds
1 defining what 1s actual in all contexts, we may oppose to 1t an-
other theory proffering a totally cufferent definition Anyway, we
are obliged to recognize variation in the meaning of the actual,
erther with respect to the particular sitnations in whieh 1t 15 an
ontological predicate or with respect to the rival hypotheses in
which that predicate 1s generalized 1n incomparable ways

To some extent I have already stated my thesis, namely, that
whatever the actual means, and however heterogeneous the con-
texts 1n which 1t appears, the actual 1s prior to the possible as 1ts
source and fulerum For this general position I shall now proeceed
to sketeh in detail the argument

Consider first of all the strange equivocation attending the ad-
jective possible I take for granted that a teim i1s meaningless if we
are nnable to contrast 1t with 1ts opposite What 1s the opposite of
the possible ? Is 1t the actual or 1s 1t the 1mpossible ? In some curious
manner, the possible 1s 1n opposition to both Of the possible we can
neither say that 1t 1s nor that it cannot be For example, I may die
from pneumoma at any time It 1s an occurience that has not oec-
curred, for I am still alive, and my lungs are unimpaired, and 1
this sense my demise 1s nonaciual, but my lungs are capable of be-
coming mflamed past cure, hence an untimely end from pnenmonia
I can never rule out as impossible The example, I think, 1s typical.
However we ezplain the eventual, whatever conditions or causes or
reasons we 1nvoke for 1t, when we describe 1t as possible we mark it
off from the actual on the one hand and from the mmpossible on the
other Nor 1s this peeuliar to events Anything characterized as
possible—a non-Euclidean geometry, an infinife collection, a uni-
versal reason—must have the same double contrast to the actual
and the mmpossible, for we should not speak of 1t as possible 1f 1t
were actual, and we could form no conception of 1t 1f 1t were impos-
sible Without this dual contrast the adjective possible becomes a
gratuitous 1mpertinence. Things are either actual or impossible
There is no other alternative.

The adjective possible, if we are to use it at all, must be employed
1n a hybrid sense Itis essent1a11y epiecene It designates something
which 15 nether fish nor fowl What we think of as possible falls,
as 1t were, between two stools; 1t 15 neither actual nor precluded
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from becoming actual But the mongrel character of the possible
gives rise to serious amhguities For we may emphasize either 1ts
opposition or 1ts affimty to the actual If the former, the distinction
between the possible and the impossible becomes attenuated. for
the 1mpossible, too, 15 nonactual To deseribe something as merely
or only possible, w1th the accent falling on the adverb, 1s to exclude
1t defimitely from the realm of the actual Andif welay stress on its
kinship with the actual, the possible becomes virtnally actual, for
to speak of something as 7 eally or genwinely possihle—and here too
the adverb 1s important—is to make another distmetion without a
dafference What 1s really or genumely possible 1s the actual just
around the corner This, of course, 15 the fate of every term which
1s amphiboliec It may be made to hold with the hare or run with
the hounds

This s not satisfactory We cannot allow the possible to have one
foot 1n the actual and the other 1n the nonaetual One foot must be
amputated But on which 1s the surgical operation toheperformed ?
To sever the possible f1om the actual 1s to merge 1t with the 1m-
possible To an inveterate dialectician such a radical expedient
would not be 1epugnant If the possible 1s the nonactual, how could
1t differ from the impossible, which 1s Iikewise nonactual? I am
reminded of the shrewd remark hy Tiweedledee “If 1t was so, 1t
might be, and 1f 1t were so. 1t would be but as 1t 1sn't, 1t ain’t
That’s logie ” That’s logic indeed ! The possible and the impossible,
both falling outside the actual, musi disappear into each other, 1f
the law of the excluded middle 1s not to be impugned What 1sn’t
simply amn’t The operation 1s suceessful but the patient has died
Nothing whatsoever 1s any longer possible What I falsely deem to
be so, an earthquake 1n Califorma wise leadership in Washington,
a new economiec order 1n the world, Iying as 1t does in the sphere of
the nonactual, might just as well be dubbed 1mpossible, since the
actual and the nonactual are contradictories, and no middleground
between them can be logically admitted Impossible, too, 1s my fu-
ture death, 1f the predicate nonactual may be legitimately applied
toit Thusmay dialectic assure me of life everlasting. Clearly, such
a view which turns the possible into 1ts opposite, is a desperate
tour de force The law of the excluded middle may effectually jet-
tison an mconvement adjective, but in doing so 1t comes close to
verging upon nonsense No dialectic can make me believe that a
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future event or a concervable state of affairs 1s impossible because
nonactual Between the possible and the impossible the line must be
sharply drawn 1f all good sense and all sound science are not to go
by the board

‘What we must do 1s to cut off the other foot. This alternative
operation has the effect of establishing an intimate relation be-
tween the actual and the possible What 1s possible can never
coalesce with the impossible precisely beeause 1t “communicates”
with the actual Dut here two views are open to us Hither adjec-
tive may be endowed with priority What 1s actual may be derived
from the possible or what is possible from the actual In order to
defend the latter view I must show why I regard the former as
untenable

The contention, such as Lietbniz advanced, concerning the prior-
1ty of the possible over the actual, 1s familhiar The actual world, as
Leibnaz held, was selected by God out of an infinite number of pos-
sible worlds open to God to create The world we call actual might
have been otherwise, that in fact 1t 1s not otherwise must be attrib-
uted to the choice which God made among the many possible worlds
known to hum 1n advance of creation And since God’s choice was
determined by his goodness, a better world than the actual must be
rejected as meconcervable If God could have conceived a better
world he would have been under moial compulsion to create it.
Since God had present to his mind countless possibles, we must
conclude, relying upon his wisdom, that he chose to make actual the
best of all possible worlds

Thisspeculative hypothesismay be challenged on variousgrounds.
For one thing, 1t presupposes cognitive intimacy with God and his
ways Great indeed must be our knowledge of God to reconstruct
Iis primeval state of mind 1n the presence of a galaxy of possible
worlds If we disclaim knowledge of God, after the manner of
Kant, we render worthless the assertion that the actual world re-
sulted from a deliberate choice among mere possibles. For another
thing, the hypothesis presupposes that the actual world is a single
entity about which we can make vahd judgments. Here, again, if
we follow Kant, and take seriously his antinomies, we may repu-
diate any theory whose object 1s the totality of all phenomena. And
as for the optimism 1mvolved in the relation of the actual to the
possible, who could not on a prior1 grounds reach the opposite con-
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clusion ? Imagine a diabolical Creator whose task 1t was to produce
the worst of all possible worlds It would take but httle ingenmty
to prove that the actual world 13 1n eonformity with that design
And unfortunately, the rational proof could be strongly buttressed
with empirical evidence

‘With all this I am not concerned What I wish to show 1s merely
that the priority of the possible 1s a principle that Leihniz could not
seriously defend as universal Either he must posit something
actual as prior 1n violation of the principle or the prineiple will
give us so many possibles that we shall suffer from an embarrass-
ment of riches The prineciple of Leibniz resembles the magie for-
mula which plays so much havoc min the Sorcerer’s Apprentice of
Goethe A competent magician 1s requued to control a principle
whieh, 1f not checked, would automatically keep on producing pos-
sibles For the actnal world. according to Leibniz, resulted from
the choice which God made from all the possible woirlds present to
his mind The world was merely possible hefore God elected to
make 1t actual Yet prior to all the possible worlds the theological
fable assumes as actual the mind of the Creator surveying and ap-
praising them Actual was God But this actual God. once we sup-
pose that whaterer 15 actual 18 the result of a choice among pos-
sibles, must be likewise regarded as the hest possible God chosen
from an mnfinite number by a higher divine being And that higher
being, by the same token could not be actual unless preferred by
a still higher being, and so on ard infimitum with a vengeance' This
follows meluctahly 1f we extend universally the prineiple that the
actual 1s a created possible Why did Leibmiz Jimit the appheation
of his prineiple ” Why did he not deduce an actual God from all the
possible gods by the same mode of reasoning which mdueed him to
derive the actual world from all the possible worlds? His imagina-
tion was certainly not inadecuate for the task Apait from religious
seruples, for Leibniz was not unorthodox, the bughear of an n-
finite regress stared him 1 the face In the presence of an infinite
regress the rationalist invariably experiences vexation of spirt;
he shrinks from 1t as 1f it were poison, preferring to set an arbi-
trary limit to the extension of his prineiples brandished as “uni-
versal ” To avoid an infinite regress we arz asked by Leibniz to take
with a gram of salt his assertion that the possible 1s nmiversally
prior to the actual, the validity of the assertion rests upon our
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willingness to make an exception of a particular actual But if we
refuse to do this, and accept his prineiple as truly or strietly um-
versal, then anything actual, he 1t a woild or be 1t a god, must be
interpreted as having 1ts origin in the possible If possible worlds,
then possible gods and possible godheads and possible super-god-
heads and so on, but 1f something actual 1s assumed as prior, then
the possible loses at once its prumordial status

I have alluded to Leibniz, who in so many ways sought to estab-
Iish the priority of the possible, 1n order to disclose an 1nevitable
dilemma The argument for the priority of the possible leads
either to contradiction or to mfimte 1egress, to the former 1f 1t
mvolves something actual as prior, to the latter 1f 1t is extended to
everything actual If we disregaid the theological myth, and take
seriously Leibniz’ argument drawn from the human level, the diffi-
culty 1s no less apparent It 1s true that thought can think what it
pleases, save that which implies an absolute contradiction, and 1n
thus sense the field of the possible 1s wider than that of the actual
But this by iiself eould not guarantee the priority of the possible,
1t would only prove that the realm of thought 1s more extensive
than the domain of fact The principle of “sufficient reason,” domi-
nating the actual and legislating for 1t, 1s a principle derived from
thought, we are thus assured i advance or a prior1 that the pos-
sible revealed by thought 1s the genus of which the actual 1s a
species It 1sthe theory that the actual must conform to prineiples
having their origin 1n pure reason which furnishes the deduction
for the piiority of the possible But here, too, there 1s a dilemma
It may be stated mn this form The possible, which 18 by defimtion
the thinkable, 1s meaningless unless we postulate some thinker
capable of thinking 1t Is the thinker actual or possible? If an
actual thinker 1s 1equusite for thimking the possible, lis priority
contradicts the assertion that the possihle 1s universally prior to the
actual, the aciuality of the thinker being the exception which dis-
proves the rule. But 1f we assume that the possible 18 to be thought,
not by an actual but only by a possible thinker, the thinker becomes
one of the possibles, thinkable by another possible thinker, and so
on ad infimtum The truth 1s that Leibniz could not eschew the ae-
tual without reducing to absurdity his contention that the possible
1§ absolutely prior to 1t What relieves the contention of absurdity
1s the surreptitious bestowal upon something actual of the illegita-
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mate privilege of primacy The paradoxdiseerned 1s not peculiar to
Leibniz Inwhatever form the same contention appears, something
actual, I feel sure, lurks somewhere in the background The possible,
when completely abstracted from everytlung actual, bears a strik-
mg resemblance to the grin of the Cheshire cat without the cat

Those intent upon maintaming the priority of the possible must
in the end run up against something actual as primordial Why not
admit openly what we are obliged to concede clandestinely ? The
possible, as I see 1t, 1 order not to become synonymous with 1its
antonym, must spring from the actual and must be capable of re-
turning to the actual For that which ecan neither originate nor
termimate 1n the actnal 1s precisely what we understand by the
mmpossible

The roots of the possible are 1n the actual Consider at random a
few uses of the term possible If we lock upon the possible as the
concervable, we tacitly assume actual minds capable of conceiving
1t, for a conception no actual mind could entertain we do not hesi-
tate to reject as impossible Is the possible the perceptible? Here,
too, the reference must be to actnal minds, the 1mpossible being
what no actual percipient eould ever encounter If we regard the
possible as the inferable, we at once relate 1t to the actual, for no
mference can take place unless 1t proceed from an actually ob-
served event or an actually conceived theme, and that which could
neither induce nor consummate an actual process of inference we
should be obliged to throw out of court as impossible Isthe possible
an event capable of occurring * We must think of 1t as conforming
to the conditions and laws governming actual occurrences, for an
1mpossible event would be teratogenie, one incompatible with the
modes of genesis and ways of action typified by phenomena pre-
empted as actual in the different contexts of the natural sciences
‘We may define the possible as we choose, but we cannot eradicate
the actual from our definition They 1eckon 11l who leave 1t out
‘Without reference to the actual as the fons et origo of the possible,
the possible simply coalesees with the impossible.

Nor 1s the actual merely the source of the possible The actual is
also 1ts ultimate goal. We must envisage the possible as a prospee-
tive actual, and 1n this again it differs radically from the impos-
sible What we believe to be impossible, whatever our grounds for
so believing, falls outside the pale of the actual It 1s somethmng
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which we assume can never be Its fate 1s sealed We discard it as
unrealizahle Of the possible, however, we only think as unrealized.
Although 1t 15 unrealized, and 1n this sense not yet actual, we have
no scruple 1n feigning the possible as eventually actual This tend-
ency to feign 1s inexpungible from 1its notion What we designate
as possible becomes projected on the scieen of the actual The con-
cervable, for instance, 1s what the actunal would be if 1t could be
made responsive to the demands of pure reason. Metaphysicians
have had little diffieulty 1n reconstrueting the actual in conformity
with their supposititious conceptions What we conceive is actual
1 a putative sense The perceptible, i1f this be the meaning of the
possible, 18 what the actual would be encountered as being 1 the
presence of 1magmed percipients Apart from Kant’s doetrine, in
which the possible 1s but the actual anticipated, we have the cognate
and sumpler theory of Mill under the name of “permanent possi-
bility of sensations ” And no other view of the possible can avoid
thinking of 1t as a foreshadowing or prefiguration of the actual.
The mferable 1s the actual as inference predicts 1t, and what may
oceur 15 an actual oceurrence in prospect Neither seience nor
morals can dispense with the possible as the hypothetically actual.
It 1s the destiny of the possible, 1n any of 1ts uses, and 1n all, to be
conceived as an emergent actual It frequently does emerge as
actual, and then 1ts mamfest destiny 1s fulfilled, but even though
frustration be 1ts lot, the possible 1s always what under different
cirecumstances might have been realized What might have been,
for a speculative mind, 1s as significant as what 1s or what may be
The possible, though unrealized, must always be endowed with the
prerogative of being realizable And if for any reason 1t cannot be
so endowed, the possible can no longer be contrasted with the
1mpossible

The notion of the actual 1s thus prior to that of the possible, for
without the actual as 1ts basis and fruution, the possible vanishes
into 1ts antonym-—a paradox to be eschewed in the interest of sane
thought and practice Since the possible so easily shades into its
opposite if not thought of as imbedded 1 the actual, we must give
it a name which will readily suggest 1ts local habitation. Accord-
ingly, I venture to designate the possible as the coactual The fol-
lowing elucidations will show, I hope, that the new term is more
than a convenience 1n locution
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The new term makes explicit what the possible always imphes,
namely, relativity to the actual If we could agree to use the word
possible in its etymological sense, a new name for 1t would not be
required What I mean by the coactual 1s what the actual 15 eapable
of being Capacity to realize alternative potencies or tendencies 18
an integral part of the actual Capacity 1s immanent and not tran-
scendent If1sthe mmanence of capacity which enables us to speak
of the possible and the actual as “cohalnting” together in the same
context (1f I may be allowed to play upon a word) Here, for ex-
ample, 15 a piece of sugar 1 1ts sohd state To think of sugar as
soluble 1s to regar d as coactual with 1ts <olid <tate a quite different
state which 1t 15 capable of realizing Solubility, in this example,
is a possible always copresent with actudl solidity Iow and why
1t 15 so copresent I do not know until I eonsnlt science and ulta-
mately some type of metaphysics But nerther science nor meta-
physies can remove a capacity from the thing 1n which 1t inheres
A capacity is what a thing hus, and <0 far as its being is quahified
by 1ts characters and relations the chaiacters and relations 1t 1s
capable of displaying belong to its nature as much as those whieh 1t
actually makes mamfest When sugar appears as solid, 1ts capacity
to be dissolved 1s immanent 1n 1t although eventual dissolution be
indefinitely deferred Ifere a possible state 15 clearly coactual with
an actual state What holds of sugar holds of anything and every-
thing having capaeity My eapaaty to die 1s unmanent in my vital
funetions as wuch as solubility 15 nnmanent 1n the present sohd
state of a substance IHowever I cireumseribe my own actualhty, so
far as I include 1n 1t what I am capable of being and doing, the
capacity to die belongs to me no less than the capacity to speculate
on the problem of possilnlity Purely verbal 1s the dialeetic which
can find no middle ground between the actual and the nonactual
The possible state which I call my death, like the possible dissolu-
tion of a solid thing, 1s neither actual nor nonactual It 1s coactual
It has not oceurred but it 1s eapable of oceurring Media vita
morte sumus Capacity, I believe, is a sort of middle term between
the actual and the possible The possible is a visioned actual the
nature of which is determined by the capacity lurking in the actual.
‘Whenever I think of the possible, such ac the conceivable, the per-
ceptible the inferable, the occurrable, I envisage something event-
ual—an eventual conception or perception or inference or oceur-
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rence—resulting from a Iiberated capacity immanent 1n the actual
The 1mminence of the eventual, near or remote, which distinguishes
the possible L10mn the impossible, 1s determined by the immanence of
the capacity conditioning 1t, the relation of the imminent to the 1m-
manent, a relation that defines the exact status of the possible, pre-
vents us from designating the possible either as actual or as non-
actual The impending, though manifestly not actual, is coactual,
because of the capacity latent in the actual which adumbrates 1ts
essence and behavior

I am not unmindful that Mr Adams has with much acumen dis-
tingmished alternatives from tendencies and both from capacities
Alternatives and tendencies, I hold, presuppose capacities With-
out arguing the point, and accepting as valid the distinetions
drawn by Mr Adams, what I wish to urge 1s that alternatives and
tendencies are hikewise relative to actual situations, as the illus-
trations evoked by him sufficiently show, and that apart from such
situations no meaning can be attached to them What are alterna-
tives, and where do they dwell? There are, of course, no alterna-
tives as such, and they do not exist or subsist in splendid 1solation
Alternatives are divergent ways 1n which actual minds or actual
things may move or function or may be made to move or to fune-
tion What these divergent ways are depends upon the contexts
to which they are pertinent Thus, 1n one context we may speak of
alternative hypotheses or conceptions, in another of alternative
interests or practices, m still another of alternative movements or
effects Whatever the contexts, alternatives are imminent even-
tualities conditioned by diveirgent capacities immanent in the ae-
tual They are as immanent as a capacity assumed to have no rivals
I suppose, to revert to my former 1llustration, that to my eventual
death there 1s no alternative, but i the manner of my dying I can
contemplate various alternatives, each connected with the vicissi-
tudes and conditions to which my organism 1is subject, and each,
therefore, coactual with my actual life, provided I am able to relate
it to a separate and specific capacity. That is why I feel concern
1f any part of my body is diseased or exposed to danger I do not
know when and where the blow may strike me I am vulnerable in
sundry ways, and 1t 18 vulnerability—a multifarious capacity—
which makes alternative forms of death coactual The situation is
the same whenever alternatives present themselves they are due to
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capacities iImmanent 1n actual contexts, each coactual with the con-
texts, and each capable of becoming actual n them I frankly do
not know what alternatives aire that can neither originate nor ter-
minate 1n actual contexts (of whieh thought or discourse 1s a par-
ticular species) What 15 true of alternatives 1s so obviously true of
tendencies that the point needs no stressing What are tendencies
1f not relative to contexts 1n which they are ineorporated ? Where
are they apart from actual objects or situations capable of mani-
festing them ? Something tends in this direetion or that because of
some 1nherent capacity Whatever be the differentia of tendencies,
they are a species of imminent eventualities determined by 1m-
manent capacities They are coactual with the actual

The term coactual, by which I designate the possible, suggests
further that the possible 1s always an alternative actual Whatever
any actual 1s, we may compare or contrast 1t with the actual that it
1s capable of being Even if I relate the possible to a single capacity,
the possible state of a thing 1s the alternative of 1ts actual state
Sugar 1s soluble When present, as solid, 1ts solubility 1s not actual
but possible And because sugar 1s ecapable of being dissolved, I
regard 1ts solubility as coactual with its solidity But the capacity
of sugar to be dissolved foreshadows an eventual state competing
with 1ts actual solid state The coactual, being the rival of the
actual, may become the actual, and when it does, an alternative has
triumphed and taken possession of the field The example, though
siumple, 1s typical When we consider situations more complex, the
status of the possible remains the same My nature, for example, 1s
undoubtedly more complicated than that of a piece of sugar Yet,
1f T distinguish between what I am and what I might have been or
may be, I have a situation comparable to that of actual solidity re-
lated to coactual solubility Coactual with my actual interests and
activities are other interests and activities for which I assume I
have the capacity, when I think of all the possible professions or
vocations I might have followed or may still pursue, I simply pro-
Ject 1n the past or in the future alternative ways of being actual.
Alternative fashions of being actual, imagined or desired, haunt
hke ghosts the actual life I lead; and any of these, given a will and
propitious circumstances, might have ascumed or may yet assume
substantial form. But, alas, these alternative modes of being actual,
unlike the eventual dissolution of a solid thing, remain for the most



Loewenberg: Possibilsty and Context 95

part unrealized! This, however, has nothing to do with the case
For the status of the eoactual 1s defined by an appropriate capacity
1n advance of 1ts realization Coactual 1s not dissolution, but solu-
bility Realization, 1f and when 1t oceurs, fransforms the coactunal
into the actual What has eventuated 1s no longer imminent The
soul of the possible 1s not 1n eventuation but n the capacity for it,
when such capacity 1s paralyzed the possible 15 what might have
been, when still dormant the possible 1s what may be There 1s no
avenue to the possible, either as a supposititious or as an impending
alternative of the actual, save through discernment of capacity im-
manent 1n the actual

There 15 a saying that coming events cast their shadows before
them The simile 18 beauntiful but misleading The image of bodies
attended by shadows 1s mapplicable to events that have not oec-
curred The 1mage 1s an apt one if we modify 1ts sense. It is the
actual which foreshadows the eventual Prior to eventuation, the
eventual, however certain 1ts imminence, 15 only what the actual
portends, a portent, whatever 1its justification, 1s still & denizen in
the realm of the mmpalpable One thing, for instance, is the actual
dissolution of solid sugar, quite another thing 1s 1ts capacity to be
dissolved The shadow here, 1f we wish to retain the metaphor, 18
an alternative state which the solid substance casts before it, an
alicrnative state :1mminent but not eventnated What is true of
solubility when dissolution has not occurred, holds of everything
sa1d to be possible 'What 15 coactual with the actual, a foretokened
alternative actual, accompanies the actual like a shadow The meta-
phor of a shadow 1s, of course, inadequate, for a shadow has not
the ghost of a chance to be anything else Nevertheless, 1t suggests
a constant companion attending a substance The omnipresent con-
comitants of the actual. the possibles that it projeets, are more than
shadows, they sigmify what might have or may become actual,
actual 1n retrospect or prospect, always competing with the situa-
ti1on which the French so significantly label as actuelle. Any situa-
tion we regard as actuelle, be it economic or political or moral or
physical, may be measured by what 1t 1s ecapable of being; what it is
capable of being is coactual with 1ts present nature, and upon this
rests the hope or the fear that the possible will become the eventual,
replacing the actual now in vogue.

But the term coactual, besides suggesting that the possible is
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relative to the actual and an alternative of 1t, serves also to em-
phasize the continuity of the possible and the actual It 1s not an
eventual state, I must reiterate, which i1s :mmanent m an aetual
state, but only the capacity to realize an eventual state Accord-
ingly, what 1n any context 1s possible, depending as 1t does upon
the specific capacities latent in 1t, cannot be unrestrieted Not
everything 1s possible 1n every context We cannot milk a he-goat.
‘We cannot weave a rope of sand By taking thought we are unable
to add one cubit to our stature These assertions intimate that cer-
tain eventualities are precluded simply because the capacities reg-
wsite for their realization are not piesent. The presence of specifie
capacities detetmines what 1n any given context has a chance of
becoming eventual Without presupposing specific eapacities, “all
trees,” as Lueretius said, “might avail to bear all fruits ” It goes
without saying that the relation between eapacities and eventunah-
ties 1nvolves causal factors, and that reliance upon causal factors
rests ultimately upon unpioved and unprovable postulates But
this is another story How or why certain eventualities do or do not
result from certain capacities constitutes a separate mmgquiry What
I chiefly wish to lay stiess upon 1s only this that eventualities,
being but prospective or projected actualities, have no locus stands
apart from the capaeities present in the actualities that are given
or assumed Hence the continuity between the actual and the pos-
sible The possible 1s the imminent aciual presaged by an 1mmanent
capacity, appropriate capacity 1n the actual 1s thus the sole er1-
terion for the affirmation or denial of the eventual Let meillustrate
this by a stock example Are round squares, those mock entrties
dear to philosophers, possible or not? The question 1s meaningless
1if we do not specify the context where such objects are either
capable or mecapable of being In the context of physical things
these objects are precluded from hecoming eventual And why are
they thus precluded ? Because, we must reply, the capacity for pro-
duemng or manifesting them is absent from the physical world which
science considers actual The capacity to realize round squares
is simply not immanent in the context with which physies 1s eon-
cerned, therefore their imminence 1s not coactual with the actual
world From the context of mathematics these objects are likewise
excluded exther because the capacity 1s absent for their construction
or demonstration or because the domain of mathematical entities
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is incapable of harboring them without violating the prineiples
governing that domain Ilere, again, round squares are impossible;
they are not coactual with the world of objects which the mathe-
matician designates asreal or existent (1n the special sense 1n which
he employs these adjectives) And when a man tells me that round
squares are possible because he can imagine or conceive them, what
he reveals 1s Just lus peculiar ability Capacity to entertain objects
which neither physies nor mathematies can tolerate 1s the only
ground for endowing them with coactuality Round squares may
indeed be possible 1n the context of a man’s fancy, and 1n that con-
text alone regardless of the fact that another man would stigmatize
such entities as monstrous The point 1s that what 1n any context
1s deemed possible refers to a specific capacity as its condition sine
gua non Given the actual, and the determinate capaeity inherent
n 1t, and then, and then only, do alternatives to the actual arise,
and these alternatives, though they may never be realized, are con-
tmuous with the actual, provided the capacity to which they are
related erther permits or does not forbid theiwr eventual reahization

‘What 1s possible 1s thus relative to the actual, competing yet con-
tinuouns with 1t These three aspects the possible owes to 1ts de-
pendence upon the capacities possessed by the actual But the pos-
sibles which capacities foreshadow are peculiar objects We can-
not deny them actuality nor can we affirm 1t of them They are like
unborn children that parents could produce Prospective children
are subject to the same conditions of generation as actual ones,
and when these conditions are present their eventual appearance is
not precluded Many a man orders his Iife 1n view of the possible
hens to lus name or fortune And when one speaks of future popu-
lations, as statesmen and economists a1 e wont to do, the reference 18
obviously to unboin souls whose claim to possibility 1s based upon
nothing else than the capaecity for creating them pertaining to
actual men and women Here the possible 1s the unborn but the
generable Elsewhere, too, this 1s what the possible means. It is
always something unborn or unrealized but considered generable
or realizable Every possibility, foretokened as it is by capacity, is
(if I may vary the metaphor) a sort of promissory note of which
we can say that 1t may but not that it will be redeemed To be or
not to be actual—this momentous alternative defines 1ts true status.
And like a promise, even when honored in the breach, the possible
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is such a concomitant of the actual that the designation of it as
coactual seems not 1nappropriate

For me, then, the problem about the possible 1s ultimately a
problem about the actual. What 1s the actual, and what are its
capacities? Until we essay an answer to this question, we are un-
able to determine the nature of the possible or to trace 1ts limits
If, as T hold. the possible 1s a concomitant of the actual, and nothing
apart from 1t, the notion of the possible must vary with the notion
of the actual The context in which the actual 1s constrieted will
provide hittle or no room for the possible Where the actual 1s ple-
thorie, the possible will be correspondingly profuse The range
and scope of the actual dictate the range and scope of the possible

This may be readily exemplified by a brief mention of two ex-
treme views of the actual—the infimtesimal and the infinite

The infinitesimal theory 1s that which 1dentifies the actual with
the deliverance of the specious present How ean that deliverance
suffer anything possible to be 1ts concomitant ® In the “sohipsism of
the present moment,” to use Ma Santayana’s expression, the pos-
sible has hittle place or relevancy What 1s immediately given here
and now is absolute 1n 11s actuality vouchsafing nothing else and
nothing more than 1ts own solitary appearance If the actual co-
incides with the content of a single intwition, how absurd to join to
1t as coactual what 1t might he to another intwition or what 1t may
consort with in an exter nal medium ' I'ts total actuality 1s exhausted
in 1ts occupancy of the momentary scene Yet, 1f we interpret the
momentary scene as a “specious” present, as a minute tract of time,
fading at one extreme and hudding at the other the forward end
of that tract may d la 1:geur be taken as the tiny region 1 which
what was but imminent before hecomes eventuated As long as the
actual occupies a unit of tune made up of two directions. eoactual
with 1t 18 what 1t 15 capable of heing 1n the impending part of the
specious present So even 1n the specious present, 1f imbedded in 1ts
nature1s an element of futurity, the coactual is yoked to the actual,
however microscopie both the actual and the coactual are conceived
to be

At the opposite pole 1s the infinite theory, the one which so widens
and expands the actual that 1t coalesces with the “whole” nature of
things The “total” nature of things, which 1s not an 1mpossible con-
ception, seeing that many philosophers are capable of entertaining
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1t, must obviously include all 1ts capacities and therefore all un-
realized possibilities Endless time, i1n which the “totality” of
things is deployed, guarantees an 1nexhaustible supply of possibles,
on the assumption that the possible prefigures the eventual, and
that the eventual, though continuous with the present, always lies
1n the bosom of the still absent future It is beside the point to in-
voke an omniscient being to whose conseiousness the 1llimitable
universe would appear as a fofum sumul Such a being, though
knowing 1n advance the fate of all the possibles, eould not deprive
them of their coactual character, 1f 1t 1s the destiny of possibles to
be realized or not to be realized Leibniz, for instance, who endowed
the Creator with the capacity to know and {o create all possible
worlds, was obliged to assign to the actnal world a preactual status,
the status of a possible to which actuality might not have acerued
1f 1t had not recommended 1tself as the best The Creator's om-
niscience, which presumably included the foreknowledge of his
ultimate choiee, did not prevent the chosen world prior to ereation
from trembling m the balance Time was when the actual world
was coactual only And the worlds that the Creator did not create,
but maght have created, are they not on Leibmiz’ hypothesis co-
actual st1ll1? They are eternally present as unexecuted plans in
the 1magination of the Supreme Monad The theory which reserves
the term actual for the universe, whether or not an omniscient
being 1s presupposed for the knowledge of 1t, must needs postulate
as concomitant with it the infinite possibles which in endless time
may erlther become eventual or forever remain in the limbo of
thwarted capacity

Both these views, the infinitesimal and the infinite, show that the
extent of the possible depends upon the extent of the actual In the
least imaginable context, that of the specious present, little 1s pos-
sible because the actual there 1s so homeopathic The context of the
universe, the greatest conceivable, 1s super-saturated with possi-
bles, contaming as 1t does mfinite capacities and endless tume 1n
which to realize them I do not wish to make light of either alter-
native Both are possible 1n my sense of the term, in the sense of
reflecting the capacities of actual philosophers. But neither view
enables us to locate the actual The specious present is truly spe-
clous and the infinite universe 1s too mnclusive In neither context
1s the actual significant Reduced 1n scale to the twinkling of an eye
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1n one and mflated without limat 1n the other, the actual becomes a
term whieh 1s, strictly speaking, undenotable

The actual which we can and do denote presupposes finite con-
texts (1f by finite we understand what 1s neither infinite nor m-
finmitesumal) marked off from one another by frontiers however
vague or tenuous The actual sigmifies nothing until we qualify 1t
‘When 1t 1s qualified, we know what to look for and where to find 1t
‘Who can mdicate objects that are actual without qualification?
Actuality as such 1s an empty word, the actuahity that objects re-
joice 1n 1s earmarked, as 1t were, such as empirical, hustorieal, phys-
1cal, mental actuality Their actuality, 1f I may say so, 1s 1diomatic
We must 1dentify the locale of objects before we can erther affirm
or deny their actuality Suppose I am asked whether thoughts are
actual To a question of this kind I for one should not know how
to reply What thoughts, I must ask in turn, and 1 what context?
If some thoughts are specified, what sort of actuality am I expected
to aseribe to them ? The logical actuality of thoughts, by which I
mean their consistency, 1s not the same as their psychological or
historical actuality To Abiaham Lincoln, for example, a biogra-
pher often attributes thoughts that possess both logical coher-
ence and psychological verisimilitude, but the historicity of these
thoughts may be disputed either because documentary evidence
for 1t 15 lacking or because no amount of such evidence can vouch
for the aceuracy of judgments concerning a man’s mner life A
brographer, in feigning to reveal the “actual” thoughts of his
subject, does not adhere to one set of assumptions and eriteria, for
1 default of strictly historical evidence, he does not hesitate to
avail himself of proofs which are either logical or psychological
The matter 1s complheated But, clearly, thoughts cannot be looked
upon as actual in unequivocal fashion Whether thoughts are ae-
tual or not hinges upon the meaning we give to the crucial adjec-
tive and upon the tests justifying i1ts employment And 1s 1t other-
wise with events or ocecurrences ? Can we unambiguously speak of
them as actual 1 Everything depends upon whether the events or
oceurrences meant are physical or mental or political or quahified
1n other ways Events actual in one context may be nonactual 1n
others Dreams certainly happen We cannot deny them psycho-
logical actuality Yet physics and hlstoryl may safely extrude them
from their domains The same 1s true of everything else judged to
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be actual It can be so judged only with reference to a fimte con-
text And what we view as actual 1 a given sitnation involves as-
sumptions and criterla the validity of which does not extend he-
yond the context where they are brought into play For example,
the assumptions and criteria upon which the physicist depends
for the determination of what he considers the actual are not the
same as those invoked by the historian or the psychologist or the
sociologist All this I take to be indisputable

How many finite contexts are there? What 1s the relation be-
tween them ? Is each context sur generis? Or should we endow with
primacy a chosen context, holding the others to be derivative?
These questions are fundamental The answers to them define our
metaphysical loyalties In the typical ontologies we shall find the
neluctable dilemma between pluralism and momism either au-
tonomy of diverse contexts or hegemony of one over the rest The
plurahst does not find multiplicity disconcerting; the super-syn-
thesis of the “many” into the “one” seems to him a work of super-
erogation The actual specified 1 one context he refuses to trans-
late 1n the terms of another Plural sovereignty is a prineiple that
he does not view with horror What he finds repugnant 1s the mono-
latry of the monist For such monolatry cannot avoid begging the
question of priority The principle of reduction, which dominates
the monist, 1s useless until a choice 1s made of that context to which
all the other contexts may be reduced But the choice of such a con-
text appears arbitrary If this were not so. we should not have the
perennial strife of ontological systems, each selecting as prior a
fimite eontext 1n whach the actual enjoys a specific meaning, such as
the logical or empirical or physical or psychological, and then
drawing to 1ts scale whatever 1s found to be actual 1n every other
context But I need not expahate here on the question of priority.
I have dealt with 1t at length on previous occasions I can only re-
peat what I have said so often Allow me to choose any context as
prior, and permit me to interpret its priority in the terms of a par-
ticular ontology, and I will undertake to show how every other
context may be made ancillary to 1t

But not being monolatrous, I have no desire to seek for a single
and all inclusive context. I am willing to accept as irreducible a
plurality of finite contexts in each of which the actual has a definite
significance 1n relation to speeial assumptions and criteria. The
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discernment of these contexts 1s the task of philosophic analysis,
and the interpretation of their scope and concatenation 1s the work
of philosophic eriticism Contexts, though distinet, are not unre-
lated Mathematies and history, for example, aie certainly irre-
dueible to each other, yet mathematics may become the subject-
matter of history, when 1ts genesis and development are topies of
mquiry, and lustorical events may e viewed as amenable to numer-
1cal determination In spite of the mutual accommodation of con-
texts, what 1s actual in each remains indefeasible One thing 1s the
logical actuality of Euclidean geometry which I take to be its
validity, another thing 1s 1ts historieal actuality, when considered
as an event 1n Greek cultme And few, I suppose, would be rash
enough to think of history as a branch of mathematies because
numbers may or must be employed in the deseription of occur-
rences The same 1s true of other distinguishable contexts Physics
and psychology. though likewise in mutual coaptation—for other-
wise the two could not be so completely fused or eonfused either
é la Berkeley or d la Watson—rep1esent contexts in which what 18
actual 1n one remains mmcommensuiable with what is actual in the
other No passion for unity can make me mistake the actuality of
the mental act of perceiving for the actuality of the physical thing
perceived, and vice versa Why should one kind of actual be ex-
pected to display characteristies peculiar to another? It 1s only
monolatry, the worship of a single context, which leads to wanton
denial or suppression of everytlung not lending itself to melusion
within the f1amework of a favored system of actuals

The typical contexis in which the actual appears, such as dis-
course, mind, experience, history, nature, the philosopher does not
make Ile finds them ready made and “going concerns ” “A philos-
opher,” as Mr Santayana somewhere 1emairks, “1s compelled to
follow the maxim of epic poets and to plunge in medias res ” He can
only diseriminate and mterpret the extant contexts in which the
actual acquires different qualifications He has no access to the
actual except through these contexts If he turns his back upon
them, wishing to start de novo, the only context he may explore is
the infinite<imal one of the specious present He may indeed choose
not to forsake that context, preferring to abandon himself to skep-
ticism or mysticism, either or both of which the identification of
the actual with the immediate brings in 1ts train But a philosopher
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who has some faith i the intellect and 1n things not immediately
given finds his thirst for the actual unquenched by the homeo-
pathic dose of 1t which the specious present furnishes Ilis escape
from skepticism and mystieism lies 1 quaffing without seruple
what finite contexts provide Metaphors aside, a philosopher who
is aware that the equation of the actual with the immediate leads
to an mmpasse, will take as basis for his eriticism and construction
the actuals such as the larger and diverse contexts supply and
specify He may distinguish an nreducible number of them, and
the recognition of their irredueibility will render him an adherent
of pluralism Or he may arbitrarily invest with primacy one of the
diseerned contexts, yielding to the seductive power of the principle
of reduction to establish his particular brand of monism At all
events, the actual 1s what 1t 1s qualfied as being either in several
contexts or 1n one chosen as privileged

The relevance of all this to the possible 1s obvious What holds
of the actual holds of the possihle The possible, being the coactual,
belongs to the context where the actual 1s The pluralist will ex-
tend recognition to many types of possibles in accordance with the
wrreducible contexts that contam them as eapacities The monist
will acknowledge as “real” or “genuine’” only those possibles which
are mvolved 1n his cherished context Tlis may be epitomized by
the customary and 1mportant division of possibilities into real and
unreal or (to use Mr Adams’ expressions) into genuine and spuri-
ous ones What are unreal or spurios possibihities # From the mon-
1st’s point of view, such possibilities are ultimately impossibilities,
and they had better be called by that name For real or genuine are
the possibles falling within the compass of a context selected as
prior, the possibles in other contexts are either reducible or ir-
redueible to them, 1f reducible they at once become real or genuine,
1f irreducible nothing can save them from joining the ranks of
absolute mmpossibilities The monist, because of his absolutism, 18
compelled to turn a useful distinetion 1nto a stark dichotomy. For
his possibles are either real or unreal, but never both And by
‘“unreal possibilities,” an expression which is redundant and self-
contradictory, he means not possihilities at all but rather their
antonyms For the pluralist there 1s a sense 1n which, in spite of
the law of the excluded middle, possibles are at once real and un-
real, depending upon the contexts to which they belong. This is not
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surprising 1n the light of lus use of the term “actual ” What he
designates as actual 1s always relative to a finite context Is the
other side of the moon actual® Yes and no In the context of phys-
1cal things, both sides of the moon are equally actual, 1n the con-
text of perceptible objects, one side only 1s actual and the other 1s
not Are secondary qualities actual ? Agam the answer must be yes
and no Actual in the context of perceptual experience, they are
denied actuality 1n the context of classical physies These illustra-
tions suggest that with reference to the actual there can be no
dichotomy between the genuine and the spurious but only a distine-
tion 1n relation to different contexts No object 1s actual 1n all con-
texts, the genuine here 1s the spurious there The possible as the
coactunal 1s as varable as the actual What 1s capable of being
realized 1n one context may be ruled out as 1mpossible from the
standpoint of another If one isasked whether a thing 1s possible or
not, the proper procedure 1s to demand mention of the context in
which the thing 1s to be incorporated There 1s nothing for which
possibility may not be claimed, provided some context admats it as
coactual with the actual For the possible 1s but the actual mn em-
bryo lying 1n the womb of a context

Everythimg concerning the possible thus hinges on the meaning
of the actual The nature and scope of the latter determine the
character and range of the former For the possible 1s that which
has capacity to be actual This constitutes 1ts sole meaning Any
other view threatens to obliterate its distinetion from the actual
on the one hand and from the impossible on the other In the end
the concept of the possible remains epicene It 1s a conecomitant of
the actual and theiefore distinet from the impossible, but sinee 1t
15 only capable of heing, the possible must be spoken of as the-not-
yet-realized and thus as distinet from the actual The term co-
actual, as a substitute for the term possible 1s perhaps misleading,
since the accent falls rather on 1ts positive than on its negative as-
peet But this 1s unavoidable in dealing with a concept so char-
acteristically mongrel Science and practice warrant, however, a
positive view of the possible Although the emphasis is positive, I
must reiterate that the possible has no other habitat than the eon-
text 1n which the actual 1s definite and specifie. The many contexts
1 control of the meaning of the actual justify a pluralistie theory
of possibilily I am led to recognize many kinds of possibles be-
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cause I am bound to acknowledge finite contexts bearing witness
to many kinds of actuals The crucial question ultimately turns
upon the number and hierarchy of these finite contexts Here many
hypotheses are possible, they all are capable of logical proof under
the aegis of appropriate postulates or presuppositions. But the
choice between them is quite another matter, According to my own
hypothesis, verification of which belongs elsewhere, pragmatic con-
siderations alone can establish the adequacy of any view regarding
the order and connection of the finite contexts in which the actual
and the possible cohabit together.
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possibilities are extensions of the actual, and added the dark
saying that such extensions implicate the real The present
essay is concerned with genuine possibilities and thus with the ex-
tending processes in which the possible 1s made actual Actualiza-
tion requires performance, productive change, rearrangement, be-
havior, or funection 1 some context or other We begin from the
limiting conditions of some specifiable econtext The craftsman be-
gins to shape his wood 1nto a set of chessmen but eannot possibly
begin to shape 1t into a loaf of bread The actual 1s the actual of,
for, with, by, 1n, some context of subject-matter, the actual of some
specification, the actual 1 some respect It 1s possible to travel to
London, but we can only actually begin to do so from our present
situation If we are on the way 1t 18 not necessary to go back to the
origin of the journey, or to inquire how we got started in the first
place, 1n order to get ahead Our possibilities are not discovered in
our ancestors but 1n the going concerns even though these actual
concerns were possibilities at a prior period The genuinely possible
is a performable previous to being in performance or performed
It 1s from performance through a continuation of performance
that the possible 1s eventunally actual My first task 1s to examine
the state of affairs called the actual as the basis of an emparical and
naturalistie account of the possible
Professor Loewenberg in his “Possibility and Context” estab-
lishes the actual as a pluralism of contexts If we ask what a man is,
we can reply in chemical, physiological, biological, psychologieal, or
social terms The Mad Hatter is actually in the story by Lewis Car-
roll, my heart is actually beating as I read these words, this is ac-
tually the fifth lecture on possibility Unqualified possibility 1s saad
to be meaningless, and quahfication yields a contextual statement.

[108]

PROFESSOR ApaMS STATED 1n the opening lecture that genuine
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The actual, varying in meaning from context to context, 1s required
for a diseussion of the gentinely possible The 1mpossible 1s defined
as that which can neither arise nor terminate in the actual Thus
the possible 1s said to be 1n communiecation with the actual, to be
foreshadowed and prefigured in the actual, to be portended by the
actual, to be eoactual So far 1 follow Professor Lioewenberg 1n his
argument that the genuinely possible 1s realized as an “emergent
actual ” The difficulties 1n the way of further empirical treatment
appear 1n the statement that the possible 1s a determinate capacity
latent and immnent 1 the contextnally actual The term “capac-
ity” offers the via media between actual and possible, but 1f ca-
pacity 18 hidden 1 latency and imminency, the portent of the possi-
ble 1s 11 an actual the prophecy of which 1sspoken after fulfillment

‘We must know the determinateness of capacity if we are to speak
of the possible as foreshadowed and foretohened by the actual,
Determinateness of capacity 1s specified as limiting conditions
Limiting eonditions that limit do so actually, that 1s, here and now
1 whatever field 1s under discussion For example, the castaway on
a desert 1sland finds that the limiting conciitions of his environment
do not permt him to exchange his ecom for hiead The conditions
are contemporaneous and distributive They constitute this rather
than some other actual situation that might be speeified Thus,
limiting conditions appear to he another name for context If
Robison Crusoe 1s not to perish f1om hunger and thirst after find-
ing himself cast upon the beach, he must enter upon some course
of action We can say that the man and the environment 1mply this
capacity for action, but since the man 1s alive and aetive within
the immediate environment nothing need be provided as a condi-
tion for going on with further action In Defoe’s story, each trip
that Crusoe made to the wrecked ship resulted in a gain of tools and
materials that widened the range of possibilities open to him in
their utilization When Crusoe brought an ax to shore, the ax
hand had a capacity to cut, but this capacity was the ax in hand
The cutting 1s a performable only actual 1n the times and places
of performance We distinguish here between the dynamie and se-
quential processes and the ecomposition and arrangement of an in-
dividual or a field If the latter 1s the context, the former 1s the
history and I shall maintain that histories or performances are
patent and explicit 1n the contextually actual
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‘We can point to the actual but not to the possible The term ac-
tual has a denotative reference to the being and having 1n exper:-
ence Thelatent and the imminent cannot be nor be possessed m ex-
perience without contradicting their significance If performance s
not actual 1t cannot be visited upon the actual from the future pos-
sible nor will the future possible get realized 1f the actual 1s not
capable of eventuating 1n what 1s considered to be a performable
It 1s the future performable and not the past performed that chal-
lenges an empirical account We can now say that 1t was onlyn a
woild where flight was possible to men, that men have learned to
fly Prior to the invention of air-machines there must have been a
capacity 1n men and material for the actualization represented by
the invention We can say “must have been’ because such machmes
have actually been made ITow, then, did Leonardo da Vine: grap-
ple with the notion of that which had never been actual before him
and was not realized until long after his death ? In concerning him-
self with the possibihity of human flight, Leonardo studied actual
flight 1n the bird and the bat Upon the basis of hus knowledge of
materials and machines, he constructed machines Flight, and man,
and the conditions of makimg machines were all actual but the
combination of a machine that would car1y a man through the ar
was somethmg to be realized Leonardo thus began with actual
limitations, comparisons, and existent configurations We know
that Leonardo was concerned with something genunely possible,
1 a retrospective view from the actualized outeomes of his project

‘What of the prospectively possible” On the desk I have a packet
of carrot seeds to plant in the garden I know what to expect of
these seeds if they grow, since I know what carrots are, and I
further know that these aie cairot seeds It 1s only because seeds
Iike these do grow that gardeners haivest a erop The actual seeds
are possible carrots or have the potentiality to become carrots If
we take the empirical position for hetter or worse we are obligated
not only to say that the possible has 1o meaning except in connee-
tion with the actual, but are furthermore not permitted to smuggle
in any metaphysical third parties This means that no ontological
ghosts are allowed to miister the seed to the plant under the name
of germinal power, entelechy, or final cause These ghosts have an
honorific past and are apt to haunt an unwary empirieist

The seeds on my desk are only their actual present existence
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They lack nothing to be actual If the meaning of the seed is what
I can verify in respect to the objects before me, I can verify the
present Life and arrangement of the objects, but I do not see how I
can now verify their future in my garden In this sense 1t 18 mean-
mgless to speak of whethex or not these seeds will be plants at some
future time Also actual 1s my knowledge of mature plants from
previous or present experience and I know that such plants grow
f10m seeds of this kind Matured plants exert no obligation or com-
pulsion over these seeds We ciscern the matured plants and com-
pare them with seeds, but to attach priority to selected termina-
t1ons and to read this ternmnation into the seed as its purpose is
spiritual teleology We find such a doetrine maintained 1n the meta-
physies of emanation, 1n which the hugher i being and goodness 1s
causative of the sublunary, inferior regions Form 1s transcendent
to 1ts copies and to the corruptible matter which bears the imprint
of the eternal signet We hanish the operative end or final cause
only to run the risk of the imminent vital form 1infolded within the
mechamsm of the seed If we treat the physical body as a Cartesian
woild of geometrical extension, and 1f we regard this mechameal-
1sm as the last word on the actual constitution of phenomena, we
may rush to a Leibnitzian rescue with an antidote of witalistie
monads We thus neutralize the acidity of the mechanieal system
with the alkalinity of the vitalistic The vitalistie cure would not
be needed 1f the mechanistie system had not been swallowed with-
out 1eservations When the actual 1s interpreted as exclusively
mechanical, that 1s, as mere composition and ar:angement of parts
without respect for produetive change, an occasion 1s afforded for
the introduction of a vitalistic or energistic metaphysical prin-
ciple When, on the contrary, the actual or existential world 1s
mere flux and hecoming, reality may De elected as a structure of
eternal forms

As Professor Dewey has pointed out, the separation of a first
from a final event in the same process throws the emphasis away
from the process to the first or the final phase. If seed and plant
are regarded as two separate parts requiring some causative con-
nection or formal prineiple to get them together, the problem 1s one
of logical ireatment and not of natural process Deny such process
as actually occurring and a logical treatment saves process with
metaphysics or flatly denies 1ts reality. In speaking of carrot seeds
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and carrot plants we compare an earlier and later stage of stmilar
process In comparison we recognize that the seed does not display
the make-up of the plant This lack 1s nothing 1n the seed as a
mysterious privation, for nothing 1s actually deprived to the seed 1f
the other member of the comparison 1s removed The child 1s known
to be father to the man hecause every adult was once a child. In the
comparison, however, we are not pointing to the actualization of
thas seed or this child when we point to ¢hat plant and that adult
The plant that this seed may become and the adult that thss child
may eventually be, are futnre events, eventuations of processes
yet to come The lack of future process 1s no lack 1n present per-
formance Without the comparison between earlier and later stages
I should not be able to speak of what seed and child can become
‘Without comparison I should have nothing to say about the deter-
mmate character of carrot seeds and children The potentiality
attributed to the earher stages in view of the later I shall call
potentia Every student who enters school 1s a learner n potentia,
meaning that in comparison with those who have learned he 1s seen
to lack that which may be acquured by himself No examination of
student or master taken separately and immediately will reveal
potentra as something latent i the former and fulfilled 1n the lat-
ter The term as here used 1s not intended to stand for any priva-
tion of actuality, or mysterious agency in the earlier in order that
1t may strive to become the later When we compare actual seeds
and children with actual plants and adults we are not comparing
the actual performances of the earlier with fhewr futures simece
thew futures remain to be performed as an extension of the actual
performances now going on

Turning, then, to the actual performance of the seeds, we remark
that time will tell what the ountcome of planting these seeds will be.
‘What the seeds may be 1s what they can be, but this “can be” exerts
no eompulsion If we know nothing about the seeds except the fact
that they are seeds, what they can become will be fully evident in
the course of their life-histories and not before. Remembering the
beginning at a later time, I can see the ability of the beginning in
respect to what has emerged. This 18 again a comparative statement
but 1t also involves the recognition of productive change display-
ing the sequences of growth This condition of being in perform-
ance I shall call pofestas I do not attach to the term the notion of
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a separate agent or moving power There 1s no need to separate the
composition and arrangement of the seed from the living of the
seed, but if we do so, 1t 1s easy to fall into the notion of a living
force mneiting the seed f1om within or shoving 1t from behind The
potestas 15 then ontologieal, an mmherent vitalistic impulsion which
drives the actual mto the future eventuation Where the matter
whieh undergoes change 1s defined as 1nert, the form which makes
the conerete mdividual 1s also the transformative principle which
meites the process If one 1s an extreme realist the history of the
seminal reasons 1s already wriften in the 1deas in the mind of God
No entelechy 1s required 1n a contextual theory where seed and
child are taken in performance Nothing more need be added by
way of internal prinerple or final cause to get the individual to
grow 1f he 15 a growing individual No agency 1s needed other than
being an agent No ontological form 15 required since the individual
exists 1n character in order to exist at all Why existence should
be 1n character 1s not a question that needs answer in order that
mdividuals be known to exist as they do Kipling tells us why the
camel got his hump and the elephant his trunk, but one wonders
what a camel and an elephant were when they were not the animals
they are

It 1s needful for logical classification to separate the order re-
vealed through and in events from the events, but there 1s no need
of hypostatizing the logic In natuial performanece each individual
is acting and being acted upon No one has ever shown the form of
wheat acting upon the grain to make 1t grow 1nto a wheat stalk
No one has ever verified an inherent generative force inciting and
directing the process from within Both explanations separate from
the grain of wheat 1ts actual status as a hving organism 1n order
to explain how 1t can get out of 1ts present into the future Where
the grain of wheat 1s actually alive, 1n performance, 1t needs only
that performance contined under favorable conditions to perform
further No hypostatized concepis are required to say that this
grain of wheat may become a loaf of bread, the loaf of bread may
become flesh and blood, the flesh and the blood may speak. The
future arrangements into which present events may enter do not
lie 1n the future waiting for them to arrive; nor do they lie 1n the
past as an inheritance acting from the past through the present
Unrealized possibilities have no temporal priority, but when we
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say that we consider the possibilities of seeds and children we have
in mind plants and men These are nontemporal conditions co-
existing 1n comparison There 15 thus a coactuality of comparison
or the recognition of potentia The possible 1n this sense 1s coactual
without being latent or imminent What has been called potestas
turns out to be something actual as the condition of being 1n action,
1n performance, in production, in growth, in extending The out-
comes of processes of productive change come out of the processes
There would be no need to use the term potestas if we were usually
1n the habit of regarding process as actnal The actual in context
refers to the composite and distributed, the analyzed and syn-
thesized The term potestas refers to the actual dynamic and se-
quential character of existence Growing up and growing old do
not take place 1 our past nor in the unlived tomorrows but n liv-
g through our bodies and environments

Potestas as actual function can be destroyed by the destruction
of the behaving individual I throw the packet of seeds on my
desk into the fire and ask myself what has happened Certainly
the arrangement and composition that made up the seeds has gone
up 1n smoke In destroying the arrangement, I have also killed the
performance of the seeds as seeds Granting that some of the seeds
were alive, their performance might have continued under ap-
propriate conditions to the future performable Since some seeds
do not germinate and since not all that germinate mature, I can-
not say that I have dest1oyed what would necessarily have occurred
1f the seeds had been planted Nevertheless, in destroying the
make-up of the seeds, I have also destroyed the hving character
Potestas as the actual present performance of an individual is a
gomg on that goes on to the further development of the individual
If those destroyed seeds were the last of their kind left on earth,
the destruction of present performance 1s also the destruction of
the possible or future performable A prospective eventuation can
be killed 1n the present in context and performanece Future grow-
ing and future organization can be made impossible with the kill-
ing of present organization and process Where the performable in
the future is seen to depend upon the perseverance in being of
present mdividuals, the latter’s destruction 1s fatal to the per-
formable 1n the fate of the present performance

Upon empirical grounds, then, when I specify the actual I do



116 Unwersity of Califormia Publications wn Philosophy

so as context and potestas or performance The actual is, on one
account, the eontemporaneous, distiibutive, structural, and com-
posite It 1s the order and organization of an event or process On
the other account, function, process, sequential activity, and pro-
duective change are histories and goings on An individual m ar-
rangement 1s always at some stage or other in the history which 1t 1s
making Beginmngs and ends are equally actual when we are at a
begmning or at an end Capacity 1s 1n the actual 1n the sense that
the actual as context 1s also process or behavior The behavior dis-
plays the arrangement or order, and the order or arrangement n
an mdividnal history 1s reordered and rearranged 1n behavior The
behavior 1s not deducible from the facts of composition or strue-
ture taken at any given time, or taken at the culmination of a
process as an elliptical account of the history Funection 1s never
observed to take place except within some organization No priority
of structuie over behavior, o1 of hehavior over structure, 1s in
evidence 1n a concrete situation An ontology of forms 1 esults 1f the
structure 1s established as p11or or superior to behavior, a vitalism
of force or power 1s 1mplied when the matter or composition 1s sepa-
rated from the processes in which 1t 1s rearranged

A description 1 potentiu separates one stage of a process from
another but implies no priority of reality to the earher or the later.
To make such an mmplication 1s to run mnto ontological difficulties
Potestas as previously used refers to the processes of productive
change actually going on at every moment, histories being made,
things coming 1nto and going out of existence as individuals The
presence of composition and structure enables us to expect, predict,
and control 1n respect to the general conditions of indivadual be-
havior, but this does not extend to the prediction of specific indi-
viduals and specific careers These latter are fraught with con-
tingency, subject to chance, liable to novelty and spontaneity The
order of known connections does not remove contingency from the
temporal successions characteristic of activity, even though such
successions after performance are found to fall entirely within the
known order Where we can specify the range of operation, as in
classical mechanies, we can establish the connections in advance by
saying of certain conditions then certain results
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To speak of histories 18 to speak of beginning and ending, of
means and ends A teleologieal deseription 1s both natural and
moral or 1n terms of deliberate purpose In a world of lumber, tools,
and benches, a carpenter can have the purpose of transforming a
board into a bench ‘What 1s possible as a performable 1s limited to
what can be done with the wood, the tools, and in respect to the
carpenter’s skill Purpose 1s only had where there 1s an intelligence,
itself a history and also a historzan Where expectation 1s absent,
success and failure have no meaning Expectations and purposes
are, as far as we know, dependent upon our having as well as being
ahistory The tree 1s 1ts own history but 1t does not grasp other his-
tories than 1ts own It does not compaie itself at any stage of its
growth with prior proceedings We distinguish, therefore, between
the expectations and projects, the exercise of deliberate effort to-
ward some goal and the outcomes of process, as they become evident
to an observer Without memory we should not be able to compare
earlier and later behaviors We observe that a spider’s web catches
flies and thus serves to maintain the spider’s existence, but this re-
quires no forethought in the spider It i1s not by taking thought
that cells develop and trees bear fruit If adaptation to environ-
ment 18 a kind of intelligence, trees show this intelligence, but this
18 not intelligence used by a tree to direct 1ts development

A teleological view 1s mn evidence when continuities and histories
1 nature are admitted as existential Existence in a mechaniecal ac-
count does not displace teleological deseription The measure called
for by a mechanical aceount 1s applicable to arrangement but not
to the performance or potestas of the future performables Where
mdividuals exist 1n character and 1he full character 1s admitted,
the physieal account 1s both structural and functional We do not
need a metaphysical priority to existence of either mechamistic or
vitahistic prineiples The meaning of existence in character is re-
vealed both in respect to present composition and in respeet to activ-
ity going on A comparison n potentia between this child and that
man 15 not a comparison of twolevels of development unless the con-
tinuity of development 1s acecepted To deny such continuities to the
existential state of affairs as coneretely actual thrusts them either
into an ontological status or into the subjectivism of a knower.
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Our knowledge of past hislories 1s fiom present evidence. As
long as the explorations and mterpretations of evidence are open
to historian, paleontologist, archaeologist, anthropologist, and ge-
ologist, the possibilities of the past for mnvestigation are not ex-
hausted After the earthquake in southern California 1t 1s impos-
sible that the peisons who perished in the quake should not have
perished, impossible, because they did in fact perish The 1nevit-
ability or necessity of the consequence 1s not altered by any exami-
nation of the antecedents no matter how careful An end already
determined enables us to select numerous histories all leading con-
tiuously up to the terminating event It does not enable us to alter
the termimnating event Performed events are regarded as possible
when we place ourselves at some point prior to their occurrence
and reinvoke the alternatives that might have been selected These
alternatives are no longer selectable i the past They are possible
1f possible at all only to present or future selecting If we could
place ourselves 1n the body of some past saint or secamp, our career
1 his shoes would be exactly 1n his footsteps For that career to
be altered, the past would have to be future, that 1s, 1t would have
yet to be actunalized out of all the possible careers In the play,
“Berkeley Square ” the hero finds himself transported backward
through time into the history of an ancestor He has to marry the
girl he doesn’t love, and she has to bear lnm a certain number of
children A fatalistic world 1s a past without a choice of futures
The paradox 1n the situation presented in the play hinges on the
fact that the hived-through past has the specious character of ap-
pearing as a future

The past 1s known 1n the cumulations and continuances 1n the
present and 1s thus subject to further procedures The possibility
excluded 1n irreversible time 18 the reperforming of what 1s already
performed as an individual’s life-history The existence of past
notables 1s for us the sum total of the known evidence not exeluding
fresh evidence that may turn up If evidence 1s to turn up 1n the
future 1t will have to be existing through the present to appear
later Another battle might be fought at Waterloo, but the Water-
loo of Napoleon is forever lost to that general. The mistakes of the
past are made mistakes The continuity or surviving or persisting
of things in existence 1s the evidence 1n the present for our knowl-
edge and inferences 1n respect to the past Whatever genuine pos-
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sibilities the past has are existent i the present if they are to be
discoverable or eventuable 1 the future

Historical mquiry suggests other eventuations than those which
occurred A study of the conditions which are judged to have led
up to the World War suggests that an alteration of the conditions
might have averted the confliet A world court may possibly avert
future catastrophes of this kind, 1t cannot possibly function to pre-
vent the tragedies of the past Where we are concerned with his-
tories, an instruective insight afforded by the past from present evi-
dence has an effective moral only for the future which the present
may realize Genuine possibilities 1n society are all those open for
mvestigation and action from now on Any change in the sorry
scheme of things 1s not a change entire but a change within some
scheme or other Past failu1es in preventing wars or 1n diseovering
a general cure for cancer are indicative of difficulties but not 1m-
possibilities We entertain the hope of solutions as long as some
course of inquiry 1s open Many problems are thrust aside not be-
cause they are logically or existentially impossible, but stmply be-
cause no workable hypothesis 1s available The survival of a psyche
after death 1s not impossible but 1t 1s not homogeneous with estab-
lished fields of investigation Nonhomogeneity 1s only a practi-
cally certain criterion smee new evidence may always turn up and
lead to a recasting of eurrent views That which is logically or
physically contradictory 1s excluded once and for all from the re-
spective fields under the conditions 1n which the contradiction has
been established

m

In the account of the possible in connection with contexts and
histories, I have attempted to steer clear of the Seylla of transcend-
ent ontological forms, on the one hand, and the Charybdis of im-
minent teleology, on the other A thin empiricism of the Berkeleyan
type requires an agency of an ontological mind. The phenomenal-
ism of Kant calls for a transcendence of subjective aesthetie forms.
‘Where existence is reduced to the discrete and static entities of
perception, existence is exhausted of possibilities in its bare im-
mediacy of presentation; 1t cannot be viewed as the actual extend-
ing to the possible without assistance from substance, force, forms,
or some other deus ex machina. The descriptive empirical and
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naturalistic account of the possible in the preceding pages 1s a
“thickened” empiricism The status of the position can be further
clarified by a discussion of 1ts relation to the possible 1n a logical
and a metaphysical setting

There 15 an 1mportant connection, I believe, betw een the doctrine
of logical possibility presented by Dr Church and the preceding
account of empirical possibility In the problematic jndgment “A
may be B” both A and B are texms 1n disecourse and must be unam-
bhiguously defined to exclude each other Our discourse with defini-
tions of things does not supplant or deny the activity of things
about which we discourse By definition, a thing must be 1tself and
not some other, but 1f each entity 1n 1ts thingness 1s ntterly unique
no future similar thing ean occur We say, “This child may be a
man ” Both child and men arc actual but if the condition of being
a man 18 not repeatable, to what does my judgment refer when I
say this child may be a man” This child cannot be the men that
exist but he may be like or sunilar to the men that exist It 1s this
likeness or similarity that passes under the name of essence It 1s
not manhoodness as a kind of separable reality The essence of
what 1t 1s to be a man 1s just what men are and only exists where
one or more men are found All existent men, however, do not ex-
haust what existent chaldien may he when some future judgment
1smade The child 1s a child and the man 1s 2 man but they are con-
nected by an external 1elation or relation between the two terms

For an empirical aceount this logical separation 1s seen as a
specification of two stages within a continuous process The exter-
nal relation 1s as logically necessary to the constitutive validity of
the problematic judgment as the contmuity of productive change
1s to empirical deseription The inteinal 1elation telescopes A and
B together 1n an indissoluble unity or denies that they have any-
thing to do with each other The possible gets swallowed up in the
absolute and the problematie yjudgment loses all eonstitutive refer-
ence Dr Church’s insistence upon external relations 1s dupheated
on empirical grounds by an insistence upon the sequential and eon-
tmuous nature of process

Thezre 18, however, 1n the continuity of development, a perform-
mg that cannot be taken up into logical analysis The separation
of a process mto diserete parts is essential for any measure or
definition of the process When I am asked what I mean by the life-
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history of a tree, I answer by referring to the series of stages be-
ginning with the seed and ending with the triee No matter how fre-
quent the pointings or diseretions, I never suceeed 1 any imme-
diate cut m getting anything more than a discrete entity In cut-
ting the process I get arrangement and composition A mathe-
matical definition of continuity results when the series 1s consid-
ered to be compact, that s, where 1t 1s possible to insert any inter-
mediate cut between any two cuts The synthesis of the discretes is
a logical expression of the process, but the tree does not grow by
mathematical synthesis To fix the actual in an infinitesimal of
time 1s to exclude process just as completely as to 1nsist that noth-
ing 1s real except 1n the final and complete category of conneeted-
ness No analytical point nor synoptic finality admits of productive
change When we cut a life-history into discrete entities, no syn-
thesis will replace, even though 1t measures the proecess A serial
order 1s required to make process logically intelligible, and the
measure mstituted by the series 1s the logical meaning of the proc-
ess The filying arrow does not fly by geometrical analysis and syn-
thesis, but some form of analysis 1s required 1f we are to define and
measmie the flight To hold a process for analysis 1s to fixate 1t
The fixations are not the processes of agents operating, instru-
ments bemng applied, purposes being acted upon, possibilities get-
ting actualized A logical account of the possible 1s not concerned
with what cannot be put mmto logical form

If what 1s perceived 1s called in scholastic terminology the “sen-
sible species” or “form,” our knowledge of the life-history as ab-
stracted or intwited from the sensible by intellect 1s the intelligible
form For the moderate realist, the intelligible form as common
likeness 1n existence 1s separable only 1n intellect, where 1t has the
status of essence The imtelligible species as logical essence need
imply no ontological status The doctrine permits no transcend-
ence of character, to existence i character, no forms are considered
existential apart from the mmdividual that exists in form. Process 1s
revealed by the sequences of sensible forms and understood through
the intelhigible form. The separability of form from corruptible mat-
ter 1s admirably suited to the theory of knowledge and the require-
ments of a classificatory logic Behavior and funetion, however, are
thrust into an inferior status as merely material changes Corrup-
tion 1s 1n eorruptible matter the process of which 1s subservient to
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malterable species Irregularity and contingeney are not virtues
of logie Nevertheless, the logical classification of existenee into
the syllogism where mtelligible form 1s the major, the existent the
minor, and 1ts immclusion 1n the intelligible form the conclusion, does
not bamsh the irregulaiities and spontaneities of the existent in a
process of productive change

If the world were the speech of God, and the human intellect
were competent to learn the language 1n 1ts original syntax and
conjugations, we might believe that grammar 1s metaphysies, that
modes of signifying ae modes of bemng We should be constrained
to believe that Greek or Latin or English 1s equivalent to the lan-
guage of Adam The Word of God that built the world would be the
creative discourse The task of the human intellect would be to
establish 1 our language the logic of that divine discourse We
could say with Spinoza, “Whatsoever 15, 1s 1n God and without God
nothing ean be, or be conceived ” But just as the mfinite mtellect
of God eonstituting the intelligibility of nature 1s not a substitute
for the modes and their connections, so no system of logie 18 a sub-
stitute for behaviors, processes, comings 1nto existence and goings
out of existence To seize upon what 1s stable and to fix 1t 1n lan-
guage 18 to have a science of the existing, but things under the
aspect of eternity are still things the existence of which 1s indefinite
and contingent Every man 1s a vertebrate and whatever is char-
acteristic of vertebrates 1s characteristic of man as a vertebrate
The system of morphological description 1s not the life of any ver-
tebrate The distributive definition 18 not the dynamie and se-
quential process in the life of an actual man

An empirical acecount of the genuinely possible 1s not opposed to
the doctrine of logical essences but denies that essence 1s onto-
logical as well as logieal A logie turned into a metaphysies banishes
process and the indeterminate That bamishment denies meaning
to the genuinely possible 1 nature This 1s 1llustrated m the de-
termimistic doctrine of Spinoza Every actually existent thing -
volves a double causality 1n Spinoza’s system. First, it involves
God, or eternal and infinite essence; for a thing 1s 1ts essence, and
all essences follow from God who necessarily exists Second, since
essence or real defimition does not determine the time and place of
existence, every thing 1s determined to existence or nonexistence
by other actually exasting things. Thus, where neither existence nor
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nonexistence umplies contradiction (or, 1n our ignorance of con-
tradietion). essences are called possible so far as we know some-
thing of their causes but are uncertain in respect to the time and
place of determined existence Smce logical essence of a thing
never determines whether a thing has existed, now exists, or
whether or not 1t may exist in the future, all essences are contin-
gent in respect to existence considered upon purelylogical grounds.
They are possible so far as we know the causes but remain ignorant
of whether these causes here and now determine to existence or
nonexistence A modal judgment expresses a subjective suspense
or expectation which 1s attiibuted to a defect of our knowledge
and not to things It involves what 1s 1n essence but what may or
may not be in existence Given determinate causes, the thing must
exist; lacking these causes, 1ts existence 1s impossible Everything
existent here-now 18 determined to existence and 1s neither possible
nor contingent The disparity between existence and essence 1s a
reflection of the madequacy and limitation of partial kmowledge.

The doctrine of necessity 1n Spinoza 1s linked with metaphysical,
logical, and physical frameworks or structures, and the :implieation
of these fixed orders 1s timelessness or the eternal These structures
do not tell us why events occur, Spinoza mmsisting that our purposes
afford no explanation of why the universe should be constituted
asitis The modes cannot exist except in terms of their constitution
and the constitution of the environment Where this eonstitution is
lodged 1n eternal actuality, no actualization can take place

The process of passing from human bondage to human freedom
mn the rational life makes freedom genuinely possible to man.
An intelligible universe 1s :mmplied, but not a universe that takes
thought for Spinoza or any other intellect Spinoza’s preference
for and selection of what he conceives to be man’s highest career
1s set waithin a umiverse devoid of preferences No preference is
exercisable apart from the order of nature Action cannot escape
lmiting eonditions and the limiting conditions are the unalterable
structures of extension and thought. God does not prefer structure
since He 15 the structure of the universe, but Spinoza, discerning
both structure and behavior, thrusts time into the imagination in
order to have a universe guaranteed against the vicissitudes of
process. If man 1s a part of nature, nature 1n that part strives to
escape from bondage under the aspect of process or time, to free-
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dom under the aspect of etermity Search for the rational deter-
mination of one’s Iife 1s a striving to realize one’s possibilities For
Spinoza the structure of the universe 1s indifferent to the events
which exhibit 1t but man 1s not indifferent Man exercises prefer-
ences 1n the natural o1 der even though that order may be mnnocent
of preference The genuinely possible 1s therefore reserved for man
alone It 1s excluded from the physical determinate machine, the
timeless essences the eternal and complete Substance No weed of
novelty 1s permitted in the for mal gardens of nature The peren-
nials there need no seasons to sustain their perpetnal perfection
The hybrid conception of the possible, to borrow Professor Loewen-
berg’s phrase, cannot exist in such a Garden of Eden The snake
must enter, a pragmatic snake with a venom for the absolute and
completed.

Presumably all possibilities are open to a ereator who 1s to ac-
tualize any universe to begin with, bhut the world we begin with 1s
an actualized world with tendencies, regularities, conjunctions,
disjunctions, limitations In such a world as we at present deal
with, even an omnipotent Being. 1f He 1s to operate within the
created, could only further actualize His reality by alteration
within what already 1s The limitation of the possible 1n the actual
15 a loss of freedom and choice only to a bemng who 1s himself all
actuality and whose possible worlds are himitations of that actu-
ality To deal with completely free possibilities 1s not a possibility
wilhin actual contexts If 1t were, no reason would lead us to ad-
vance n this rather than that direction Only 1f some actual consid-
eration of limitations 1s present, and some weighing of end results
can be carried on, can we speak of probabilities and possibilities

The development of a child 1llustrates limitations at every stage
of development Oul of all possible careers and specializations
only some careers and specializations are actuable The limitations
within which process goes on yield eontrol, selectrion, and emphasis
Specialization furthers possibilities along the lmes of specializa-
tion but the price 1s the neglect of the alternatives that might have
been chosen An omniscient agent might conceivably follow all
paths and arrive at all ends Where development is going on 1n
many fields, we find that regularity and repetition enable us to
measule, control, and expect, but not to escape from the process in
which this takes place In a world where everything was possible
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and nothing actual we could not actually hegin to do anythmg
‘We seek for possible starting points of investigation, but only from
some actual condition do we begin A seed that could become any
kind of plant would only realize its potentiality by becoming some
kmnd of plant

The term “accident” for a deterministic metaphysies 1s expres-
sive of human 1gnorance Yet all reasoning after the event does not
exclude the hypothesis that m irreveisible time the future may
show forth what 1s not expected in the present and what the past
hasnever displayed The stronghold of determinism 1s 1n the notion
of eternal, malterable structure and the retrospective view of the
determined Confronted with productive change, the evolved, the
produced, the made (even though completely known), are not ex-
haustive nor regulative of all that may be yet fortheoming Even
a completely deterministic system, we can still select, and regard
this selection as a process which the system 1s not earrymg on even
though all selection 1s within the order and limitations of the sys-
tem Where the natural structuies are regaided as legislative of
events, the forms or 1deas 1n the mind of God are also angels and
demons Man ean then only hope that his soul 1s an angelic power,
one of the active forms When the struetures of process are first hy-
postatized and then energized in order to get process back into a
world of natural events, one may admire the dialectic but question
whether an actual state of affans requires any such explanation

v

If unrealized possibilities are the freight of every actual context,
we need only view the actual under the aspect of a metaphysically
embracing reality, to see the actual turned into an 1llustration of a
possibility A metaphysical svstem turns existence into illustra-
tions thus existence as 1evealing the glory of God, things as con-
catenations of atoms, the world as objects for subject, the phe-
nomenal as objectification of the will, the extended as energized
by the dynamism of monads, the copy as derived from the arche-
type, human truth asilluminated by God’s truth. Theseconceivable
mterpretations and distmetions when hypostatized assume a prior-
ity, logieal or temporal or both, to the connections and events which
they were mtended to explain Structure and behavior are ines-
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capable in the existence of any individual, but i1f either be selected
as reality, 1t turns the other into 1ts 1llustration or explains 1t out
of reality into appearance or defeet, or privation The fact of meta-
physies, whether or not there be any metaphysical facts, 1s an 1llus-
tration that our actual world 1s fertile in 1ts 1mplications of pos-
sible systems and perspectives A metaphysies 1n affirming some
possible interpretation of subject-matter does so from clues found
1 a woild of stresses. perceptions, feelings, and thinking

The distinctions 1n experience and in thinking with which we
begin as something actually had, made, or discovered, do not dangle
as possibilities pending a decision upon the nature of reality Con-
tents and contexts actually experienced and dealt with do not re-
quire a prior reality to be actual When 1t 1s said that “Good and
evil would have no meaning 1f God did not exist,” or “What would
be the use of Iiving uprightly 1f there 1s no after-life ?” the fact
remams that good and evil and upright living are made distine-
tions This does not remove the possible metaphysical implications,
but such distmetions do not seem to depend for their value upon
the metaphysically possible We might say with Lueretius that this
composite world would not exist 1f atoms had not swerved together
1n the void, but the existing world does not depend upon the truth
or falsity of such a statement Metaphjy sical implications 1mply an
mtelligence which can draw implications, but this does not make
mind constitutive or constructive Objects do not have to be men-
talized to be used or known Everyone in discourse makes the dis-
tinction between the saying and the thing said when he remarks,
“I am talking about that ”’ This actually made distinetion may lead
to some metaphysieal construction or other but does not depend for
1ts making upon any construction we may select Even 1f we were
all angels soaring through the spiritual realm on incorporeal wings,
we should, 1f we could discourse about our wings, maintain the same
distinetion

It 1s nstructive to see how Descartes proceeds from the possi-
bility of dualism to the assertion that the universe must be dual-
1stic Descartes first maintains that he distinetly conceives mind
as mcorporeal substance and body or extension as corporeal sub-
stance Conceivability thus far yields two definitions and 1n essence
they do not determine anything to exist But what I ean conceive,
God also can concelive, so we may assume that God “can carry into
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effect all that of which we have a distinet 1dea ”’* Our conception of
two separate essences 1s now a conception in God’s mind God 1s also
essence but his essence necessarily implies his existence by the onto-
logical proof From the fact that we have an 1dea of corporeal sub-
stance, “although we do not yet know certamnly whether such really
exists at all, we may conclude that 1t may exist ” How does this
may exist get translated into does exist ? The possibility of dualism
has been transferred from the human to the divine mind Body
which may exist entirely independent of mind does really so exist
because, as Descartes states, “however closely God conneected them
He could not set aside the power He possessed of separating them
one apart from the other, and those things which God can separate,
or conceive 1n separation, are really distinet *

The classical model for turning the conceivable into the real is
found in Genesis, where we are told that God sad let there be light
and there was light As long as no one questions the Logos or a
transcendent and supreme being as a metaphysical prineiple, a
possibility 1s held by faith as reality The deification of splendid
possibilities has given metaphysical systems a powerful aesthetic
appeal Aslong as one asserts only concervability, he need beware
only of self-contradiction When, however, the metaphysician ap-
peals to conceivable reality 1n order to turn the logically noncon-
tradietory into ontological dualism the trick requires a magician
who makes living rabbits out of words We wish to believe 1n cer-
tain essences as more than possible 1n themselves, and to see our
actual world guaranteed by a higher actuality We pay a curious
price, philosophieally speaking, when the possibility that we call
reality 1s so complete and eternal that no place is left for genuine
possibilities excepl 1n human 1gnorance, the 1gnorance that lacks
full 1llumination by or adequation to the eternal principle That
which just 1s and that which absolutely is, are alike devoid of the
restlessness and mstability of things within the orders of their
processes Security, stability, and regularity are sought for and the
cond1tions of their discovery are in things and thought. We outrun
in our desire for perfection the amount of order that is so far evi-
dent, when we conclude that our search 1s a merely temporal move-
ment within the absolute A doetrine of perfect and eternal being

1 Principles of Philosophy, First Part, Prineiple LX.
2 0p cit, First Part, Principle LX
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requires us to introduce the devil into a system, for we are deviled
by contingency and accident, and we do prize mmdividuality, va-
riety, and action

Yet 1f we begin as Schopenhauer does with the blind, world-
making will, 1ts first objectification 1s the Platonic forms as eternal
structures through which the will sprays into disereteness. A
change of faith in final objects, an alteration of cosmic belief may
influence our atfitude and shift the course of our efforts at ex-
planation, but our desire and our effort are always manifested in
our contextually aetual world and not in some cosmie otherness
A project o1 plan 1s practically possible to the degree that instru-
mentalities for 1ts effectnation aie at hand or being developed Pos-
sible realities are not the efficacies of the genuminely possible Faith
may transform a possibility into a maxim for action Mountains are
moved under actual conditions of which faith is one, but this does
not make the object of faith actual except as effects and proce-
dures can be said to be the meaning of our concept

A concern for genuine possihilities implies metaphysical hypoth-
eses 1f we push from the distinctions of manyness of context, m-
determinacy of futures, and performance of individuals in char-
acter, into pluralism, mmdeterminism, and empirical naturalism
The conducting of inquury and the makmg of distinctions are still
specific and actual wherever they are found to be going on, even
though we may now choose to see them within a more generalized
setting The generalized conditions within which genuine possibili-
ties are said to be actualized are not the possibilities, nor a sub-
stitute for context and performance Our comparisons are of ac-
tual context in which potentia 1s revealed; and our hope 1s in the
activity, productive change, operation, or performance which I
have called potestas Eventualities are expected from events, the
performable from what 15 1n performance The possible hag ifs roots
n the actual From performed and performance we expect the
genwminely possible, but 1t 18 only after what can be is actualized
that we kmow what must have been possible
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THE LIMITS OF POSSIBILITY
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I

HE PREVIOUS LECTURES have dwelt on the distinetion be-
I tween the possible and the actual, But the possible is also
contrasted with the impossible, and it is from this angle
that I wish to approach the problem What, 1f anything, lies beyond
possibility ? On the near side 15 the actual 'What is on the far side?
‘What are the limits that separate the possible from the impos-
sible? Perhaps I ghall be accused of launching upon a diseussion
of nothing at all An impossiblity, I may be told, 1s utterly unreal
because inconceivable For reasons that I hope to make clear in the
course of the discussion, I am unable to accept this assumption.
‘What 1s impossible 1s not, as I suppose, equivalent to the incon-
ceivable If the structure and tendencies of actual events deter-
mne the range of possibilities, then hy the same token they mark
the boundaries of impossibility, whose status and character are no
less dependent upon actual conditions Indeed, all practical wis-
dom or intelligence consists 1n directing our eonduct within the
discovered limits of possibility—in learning not to pursue the im-
possible If anyone should seriously contend that he had never en-
countered an 1mpossihility, he would seem to me to be either insane
or endowed with powers more than human
¥ wish to maintain the position that the limits of possibility lie
within the actual structure of existence, that the concatenation of
things or events here and now determines what is possible and im-
possible at any time or place It has often been held, on the con-
trary, that the domain of possibility is wider than the domain of
actual existence and that consequently the limits of the actual fall
within the scope of the possible. There are two principal versions
of this view, one of which 1dentifies possibility with what is ration-
ally concesvable, while the other 1dentifies it with what is empiri-

[131]
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cally sensible. Each version derives a certain plausibility from am-
bigmities in the notion of possibility We must therefore examine
the diversity of meaning 1n this “hybrid”’ notion

II

Tt 1s dafficult to regard possibility eilher as a relation between
things, as a proper ty inherent 1n them, or as an attribute predicable
of them Between an actual and a possible state of affairs there 1s
mtrinsic similarity So far as either subject or predicate 1s con-
cerned, there 1s no difference between the proposition that a man
s walking and the proposition that the same man may be walking
A universal proposition remains universal and a particular propo-
sition remains particular whether the assertion of them be proble-
matie or categorical Nevertheless, the aseription of necessity, pos-
sibility, or impossibility to propositions seems to alter their formal
relations of opposttion and sequence Thus, the contradictory of
the proposition, “It 1s possible that all planets are inhabited,” 1s
not the partieular negative, “It 1s possible that some planets are not
whabited,” but the proposition, “It 1s impossible that any planets
are mhahited ” The latter statement implies the necessity that alt
planets should be uninhahiled But 1f 1t were true that all planets
are necessarily uninhahited, then 1t must also be possible that some
may not be inhabited This proposition, however, does not contra-
dict but implies the proposition that some planets may be n-
habited We have therefore reached the absurd result that 1f 1t 18
mmpossible that any planets are inhabited, 1t 1s also possible that
some may be inhahited Now consider a proposition about an actual
state of affairs From the fact that you are sitting 1n this room at
the present moment I can nfer the possibility of your being in
these seats half an hour from now It s also possible that you may
not be here That will depend upon the length of this lecture and
the extent of your patience, not to mention more remote contin-
gencies However, your actual presence clearly implies your pos-
sible presence 1n this room But sinee it 1s true that you are actually
sitting here at the present moment, 1t is impossible that you should
not be sitting here, and the alternative proposition, *“it is possible
you may not be sitting here (say) half an hour from now,” 1s false
So far as I am able to infer from the formal relations of the propo-
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sitions alone, you may bhe doomed to sit here through eternity listen-
mg to an mnterminable lecture on possibility ?

The logical paradox 1n these arguments 1s caused, of course, by
ambiguities 1n the use of the words “possible,” “impossible,” and
“necessary ”’ The meaning has shifted from the truth-value or ez-
tensional significance of the propositions to their logical content or
mtensional significance Thete 1s nothing 1n the formal opposition
and sequence of the several modes themselves to indicate whether
merely logical possibilities or possible truth-values are intended
Because of this ambiguity, many logicians have concluded that the
whole question of modality i1s extralogical and that the formal
distinctions between possibility, impossibility, and necessity are
“epistemie,” not “constitutive ” On this view, the modal function
of a proposition merely indicates our comparative knowledge or
1gnorance of the reasons for believing 1t to be true or false But
the paradox 1s not resolved by transference from the sphere of
logical analysis of propositions to the caleulus of probabilities The
same modal distinctions between the propositions will apply, what-
ever the degrees of certainty with which we entertain them Re-
gardless of the amount of evidence at our disposal, we can and must
differentiate modally between such propositions as “It 1s raining
today” and “It may possibly 1a1n today,” or “It 1s necessary that
every finite number should have a suceessor” and “It 1s impossible
that two straight lines should enclose a space.” These modal dis-
tinctions express differences in u hat we believe to be the case, not
merely different degrees of certainty with which we believe 1it. If 1t
were otherwise, we should have to conclude that the same state of
affairs 1s made actual or possible merely by the way in which we
concelve 1t

There a1e at least two major ambignities concealed 1n the notion
of possibility One of them arises from the different relations that
subsist 1n systems of strict and material implication The word
“possibility” may mean either self-consistency 1n the logical con-
tent of a proposition, or else the truth of elementary propositions
1 the extension of a class. The second ambiguity arises from the
fact that statements eontain terms the meaning of which 1s variable
while the range of their sigmificance 1s fixed Thus, the statement

1 Compare Anstotle, De Interpretatione, 22 b
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that all men are mortal means the geneial possibility of their
death, and 1t means specifically that every human being does actu-
ally die at some time or other But the specific death of each indi-
vidual also remains only a possibility for those who are still alive
or as yet unborn These ambiguities are implieit 1n traditional sys-
tems of logie, but they are concealed by the terms of ordinary lan-
gunage In mathematical or symbolic logie, however, while the am-
biguities are not removed, they are given a systematic and explicit
statement

1 Consider, first, the ambiguous nmeaning of “possibility” as
signifying either absence of contradiction, on the one hand, or
what 1s possibly true, on the other The distinetion rests on the
differences between the strict and the material implication of
propositions The statement “p materally imphes q” means “It 1s
not the case that p 1s true and q false ” The statement “p strictly
mmplies q” means “q 1s dedueible from p” Now, the latter 1s a
nar rower relation than the former, 1n the sense that “whenever a
striet implication ean be asserted the corresponding material 1m-
phication can also be asserted,” but the converse does not hold
‘While material implication 1s the wider relation, nevertheless “the
assertion of a striet implication 1s a st)onger statement than the
assertion of the corresponding material implication ”’? This means
that the limats of possibility are less restricted but also less rigor-
ously defined 1n a system of material implication than they are mn
a system of strict implication In other words, “impossibility” and
“necessity’” have a narrower meaning in terms of striet implication,
while “possibility” has a wider meanmng than 1f has i terms of
material implheation If we take the modal funetion “p 18 possible”
to mean “p 1s self-consistent” or “p does not 1mply 1ts own nega-
tion,” then the den:al of this function will read “It 1s false that p is
possible” or “p 1s impossible ” The modal funetion “not-p 1s pos-
sible” means “It 1s possible that p be false” or “p 1s not necessarily
true ” The demal of this function will then read “It is impossible
that p be false” or “p is necessarily true,” which means “The denial
of p 1s not self-consistent” or “The truth of p can be deduced from
its own denial " In a system of material implication, however, the

2 Lewis and Langford, Symbolic Loguwe, p 137.
8 Ivwd , pp 159-160
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statements “p 1s possible” and “p 1s necessary” are both indis-
tinguishable from the statement “p 1s true ” And the statements
“pis1mpossible” and “p 15 possibly false” are both indistinguishable
from the statement “p 1s false ” Here, “possibility” 1s taken m a
comparatively narrow sense, as meaning whatever may be true
with respect to specific cases “Impossibility” 1s taken in a com-
paratively wide sense, as meaning whatever may be false with re-
spect to specific cases We must therefore distinguish between abso-
lute and relative possibilities For we may speak of absolute or
unqualified possibihities (and impossibilities) 1n the sense of ab-
sence (or presence) of internal contradiction Every self-consistent
proposition expresses a possibility which, in this sense, 1s not rela-
tive to any actual state of affairs or even to our knowledge as a
whole It 1s an absolute possibility that all planets should be in-
habited, since the conception of an inhabited planet contains no
contradiction But it 1s a relatwe 1mpossibility that certain planets
should be inhabited, owing to thewr distance from the sun, their
lack of atmosphere, and other conditions of life as we conceive 1t
In this sense, the meaning of “possible,” “impossible,” and “neces-
sary” refers to the relations which a proposition has to actual data
or facts open to experimental investigation

‘What, then, are the logical relations between these absolute and
relative modes? (a) Relative possibility implies absolute possi-
balsty, but the relation 1s not reversible From the actual existence
of I1fe on this earth I can infer the absolute possibility that planets
should be inhabited But I ecannot infer from this that life 1s rela-
tively possible on any particular planet (b) Absolute 1mpossi-
balety, that 1s, self-contradiction, vmplies relatwe impossibility, but
the relation 18 not reversible Knowing that a red patch without
color 18 an absolute impossibility, I can assert that no such things
exist But I cannot mfer that a purple cow 18 an absolute impossi-
bility stmply because I have never seen or hoped to see one. (¢) Ab-
solute mecessity vmplies relatwe necessity, but relative necessity
does not imply absolute necessity ¢ As I tried to show in my dis-
cussion of causality,® failure to recognize that this relation is not
reversible is largely responsible for the fallacies of logical deter-
minism Causal laws are generahzations from practical and rela-

4 Ibid, pp 161,271 8 Unw Calsf. Publ. Piulos, XV, 131 f.
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tive necessities encountered 1mn observed sequences of events It s
wn order to produce a certain effect that a given or sought cause 1s
practically necessary ® But we cannot infer the absolute logical
necessity of causal laws from the relatively necessary sequence of
particular events Logical determimsm 1s a systematie confusion
of striet with material implication.

2 Let us consider now the second ambiguity in the notion of pos-
sibihity arising from the variable meaning of a term whose range
of sigmficance 15 constant Symbolic logiec simply gives this am-
hguty a systematic form 1 the 1dea of the propositional function
and 1ts variables Essentially the function 1s 1tself taken to be an
ambiguity, since 1t ambiguously denotes 1ts vaiious values, and not
any definite one of them By substituting determinate values for
the variables we get unambiguous statements which make the fune-
tion true or false * To revert to our previous illustration, the state-
ment “x 1s 1nhabited” 1s a propositional function, the ambigmty of
which consists 1n the fact that i1f we substitute for *“x” “the Earth,”
the statement becomes true, 1f we substitute “Mercury,” 1t becomes
false, and 1f we substitute “y/—1,” 1t becomes absmad The state-
ment “It 15 1mpossible that Mercury should be inhabited” means
that within a certain range of significance “x” 1s given the specfic
meaning “Mercmiy,” which makes the function “x 15 imnhabited”
false For when we speak of “being inhahited” we mean planets or
other bodies capable of sustaining life as we econceive 1t The state-
ment “It 15 1mpossible that the \/—1 be inhalited” employs the
word “mmpossible” mn quite another sense It means that the specific
term “y/—1" 1s excluded from the 1ange of significance proper to
the funetion “x 1s mmhabited ” The meaning of the term 1s not
thereby consigned to oblivion, but merely referred, by implheation,
to some other context or range of significance There are thus two
kinds of possibility and impossihility expressed by a propositional
funetion and 1its vaiiable those constituted by the range of the
funetion 1tself and those constituted by a disjunction of values
within that range of significance The difference is apparent m
comparing the two statements “¢x is true for all values of x” and

¢ That 1s, causal necessity 1s neither the logical necessity 1n the relation of
grounds and consequences, nor the mechanical necessity of “invanable succes-
sion” 1t 1s a teleological necessity 1n the relation of structure to function

7 Russell and Whatehead, Principra Mathematica (ed 2) I 39, 47
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“¢x 15 true for some value or values of x ” If “l, m, n” do not he
within the range of values that make sense when substituted for
“x,” then such expressions as “¢l, ¢m, ¢n” are 1mpossible, that 1s,
absurd But if “a, b, ¢, ete ”” represent different values of “x,” and
“¢$x’ 15 sometimes true, then either “¢a” 1s true or “¢b” 1s true or
“¢e” 18 true, and so on It might then be that, “¢a” being true, “¢b”
should be impossible, that 1s, false, although not absurd

Let us designate these two kinds of possibility (and impossi-
bility) functional and vaiwant By “functional possibility” I shall
mean meclusion within the range of values that make sense when
substituted for the variable Itslimits are the invariant part of the
propositional funection, so that “functional impossibility” will
mean exclusion of a value from its whole range of significance By
“variant possibility” I shall mean the alternative truth or falsity of
propositions which result from the substitution of values for the
variable within the funetion’s range of significance Its limits are
expressed by the theorem that no proposition “p” 1s both true and
false Now 1t should be noted that a functional possibility (or im-
possibility) may be construed in either an absolute or a relative
sense In the former sense, inclusion within the range of sigmifi-
cance means consisteney, and exclusion means 1nconsistency, with
respect to logical content In the latter sense, the imnclusion and ex-
clusion mean relevance or wrrelevance to contexrt But its mitation
(that 1s, “functional impossibility”) with respect to contex? 1m-
plies 1ts Iimitation with respeet to content And these relations are
not reversible Variant possibilities and impossibilities are to be un-
derstood, however, only 1n the relative sense They refer to what 1s
specifically the case o1 not the case 1 an actual context,1rrespective
of the mtension or logical content of thewr propositions It must
be admitted, therefore, that no symbolic statement of functional
or of variant possibilities 1s theoretically adequate For it presup-
poses the ability to exhaust all determinate values of a variable
within a given range of sigmificance But i many contexts the
number of distinet values is infinite, Furthermore, the limits of the
possible values are not solely dependent on their relations to states
of affairs within the given context An external reference to other
contexts 1s often imphed, 1n the sense that a functional impossi-
bility 1n one context may refer to a variant possibility in another,
while a variant impossibility in one context may refer to a fune-
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tional possibility in another More precisely, the statement of a
funetional iampossibility 1n a given context may involve among its
constituents some term or terms of propositions expressing variant
possibilities 1n another context And a constituent of a proposition
that may be erther true or false 11 a given context may also be in-
cluded within a range of values proper to another context

m

The result of this brief excursion 1nto symbolie logic points to
the conelusion that the limits of all possibilities lie 1n the conditions
of varwant possibilities Impossibility 1s “imbedded” in the rela-
tivity of contexts and perspectives through which events acquire
sigmificance Each context 1s a system of active tendencies which,
as viewed through various perspectives, are significant of “abso-
lute” and “relative” possibilities Within the context, there are
conflicting tendencies whose mutual opposition engenders relative
1mpossibilities But tendencies in one context also econstitute limita-
tions and determine 1mpossibilities of coneurrent tendencies in
other contexts Absolute 1mpossibility means otherness of context
This hypothesis mmplies that for every possibility there must be
some actual state of affairs, which 1slogically prior to 1t How, then,
are we to answer the assertion that the domain of the possible 1s
wider than the domain of the actual > For we are able to conceive
objects that do not actually exist, we are able to 1magine more than
we actually observe Dut nothing exists (we are told) which 1s
neither conceivable nor 1magmable nor sensible Since conceived
or 1magined things are often impossible 1n faet, 1t 15 argued that
the limits of the actual are narrower than the limits of the possible.
Hence, possibility does not logieally presuppose actuality This
view has been ably defended by Dr Chureh 8 If T understand him
correctly, possibility was concerved to be the repeatability of log-
1cal characters in particular existences He argued that the actual
recurrence of the same character implied 1ts prior identity as an
essence 1n distinetion to 1ts particular oecurrences, We seem to be
comnutted to the view that any actual existence owes its nature to
the repeatahility of 1dentical characters from a subsistent realm of
pure essences It 18 not clear to me, however, why every oceurrence

8 Present volume, pp. 29-31.
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of an essence 1mplies repeatability, that 1s, possible recurrence, un-
less we confer upon essences some status n posse that 1s independ-
ent of their status sn actu Such an assumption would make no pro-
vision for the emergent or the su1 geners, and these are at least n-
telligible alternatives to the recurrence of identical characters
Thus, 1f qualities are unique and 1neffable, as @ E Moore and also
C. I. Lews seem to suppose, 1t would be meaningless to speak of
them as repeatable 1dentities In spite of that, we could still refer
to a quality as possible, for example, the color of the volume 1n
which this ser:es of lectures may possihly be published

‘We must therefore examine more closely the claim that the limits

of actual existence lie within the wider domain of possible exist-
ence The meanmmg of “possibility” 13, as we have seen, doubly am-
biguous It may be defined mn an “absolute” or a “relative” sense,
and m a “functional” or a “variant” sense This 18 not a matter of
mere complexity 1n the notion of possibility, such that 1t might be
analyzed 1nto 1ts sxmple components It 1s rather a question of an
essential ambigusty, which 1s systematieally expressed in theorems
of symbolic logic In the light of such diversity of meaning, 1t 18
obvious that the logical priority of essences to actual existence can-
not be affirmed without serious qualification We can agree that any
proposition ahout an actual state of affairs implies a proposition
about 1ts possibility The absolute possibility that such and such a
state of affairs should occur can be inferred from the relative pos-
sibility of 1ts oeccurrence This simply means that assertions can
be made about 1t which are not contradictory For, as James re-
marked, “we are masters of our meanings” Any actual state of
affairs must be a concervable state of affairs But surely we are not
entitled to conclude from this that actual existence is a mere de-
termination of antecedent possibilities, and that whatever 1s 1m-
possible 1n faet presupposes 1ts mconcervability in thought To
maintain, as Leibniz did, that all the future states and activities of
an mdividual are contammed 1n and limited by the essential notion
of that individual, 18 to argue fallaciously from absolute to relative
possibility and from relative to absolute impossibility.

A specious plausibility 1s given to such arguments by the quite
arbitrary assumption that possibilities are predicated of things as
attributes of their subjeets If all that ever happened to Julius
Caesar was mmplicit 1n his imndivadual essence, as Leibniz main-
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tained, then Caesar’s actual career might be regai ded as merely the
contingent determination of anterior possibilities 1t was impos-
sible for him not to have erossed the Rubicon, assuming that this
event 15 truly p:edicated of the 1eal Julus Caesar Ilave we any
good reason to consider possibility as an attribute of a subject?
Kant exposed the fallacies that result fiom the unse of the word
“existence” as a qualifying adjective His familiar eritieism of the
ontological argument applies with equal force here The contention
that actual events are reducible to the essential possibilities in the
notion of an individual substance 1s based on the assumption that
the words “possible” and “actual” aie qualifying adjectives In
denying this assumption, we need not suppose that there are events
1n the abstraect, qua events, without any characters All events are
qualitied events But we ecan and should distinguish between the
char acter which an event possesses and the mode of 1ts occurrence
“Possibility” and “actnahity,” “impossibility” and “necessity,” re-
fer primarily to the latter Their “being” 1s adve: bial, not adjec-
tival Let us say, then, that actual existence permits but does not
possess possibilities No analysis of a given fact, however minute
and exhaustive 1t might be, would discover a possibility among 1ts
constituents The possibility of exploding 1s not a part or an at-
tribute of a stick of dynanute It does not belong to 1t 1n the sense
that its size, shape, werght, or chemaical elements are said to belong
to 1t The chemical natuie of the dynamite permits the possibility
of explosion under certain conditions

To 1dentify the possible with the eonceivable 1s simply to center
the whole problem 1n one species of possibility among others We
have still to inqmire what constitutes the possibility or the 1mpos-
sibility of eoncerving something to be the case It 1s not enough to
reply that the ahsence or piesence of a contradiction 1s a deter-
mining factor The Law of Contradiction expresses a necessary
condition for intelligible thought and discourse But conceptions
must not only be free from eontradietion, they must also be szgni-
ficant The Law of Contradiction 1s not an originative source of
significance As we have seen, things may be said to be mmpossible
either 1n an ahsolute or 1n a relative sense There is a corresponding
distinetion 1n the use of the word “ineoncervablity ” An “absolute”
inconcervabilily 1s that which contans a direct eontradiction 1n
terms A “1elative” inconeervability 1s that which we are unable to
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conceive as realized in fact In the former sense, to be mconcervable
18 to be mpossible Thus, 1t 15 absolutely ineonceivable, hence ym-
possible, that two straight lines should inclose a space Since ab-
solute 1mpossibility implies relative impossibility, we can infer that
there are no instances of a space mclosed by two straight lines
Does it follow that what 1s relatively iconcervable is also relatively
mpossible ? By no means Indeed, there are numerous 1llustrations
from the history of science showing that what 1s relatively mcon-
cervable, that 1s, mncredible, 1n one age, may become a commonplace
in a later age Few would wish to assert that mere changes 1 hu-
man beliefs a1e sufficient to transform what 1s impossible at one
time into what 1s possible at another People were once unable to
concerve of the Antipodes as existing,1n the sense that bodies should
remain unattached to the other side of the earth It was once in-
concervable that heavy and Iight bodies should fall with equal
velocities To say that 1t was not 2 eally inconcervable, even though
men thought so, 15 a weak evasion It 15 only from our modern
standpoint, within a different context and with additional evi-
dence at our disposal, that we now find 1t not only possible but
necessary to beheve in the Antipodes or in the uniform acceleration
of falling bodies That these affairs were once relatively inconcerv-
able was owing m part to their inconsistency with established be-
hefs about the nature of bodies and the privileged position of the
earth No one was able to conceive of such a state of affairs being
realized, so long as all bodies were assumed to exist 1n an absolute
above-and-below relation to the eai1th ® Because 1t was once rela-
tively meconceivable, need we suppose that i1t was also i1mpossible
that there should have been unatiached bodies on the other side
of the earth? On the contrary, we know that this state of affairs

9 Some of the contradietions between concepts based on this notion and
the coneepts of modern seience have been discussed recently 1 an article by
George R Montgomery, “The Above-and-Below Notion ” Ilc says that “to
one who saw the world as flat, the belief that there 18 an above-and-below to
everything, and that up-and-down 1s an integral quality of all space repre-
sented one of the immediate facts of experience. It represented also one of
the great ultimate and final truths His cosmology and even his theology
were shaped to accord with this supposed ultimate fact. All those general-
1zations, however, as to stellar space and as to heavenly abodes which the
ancients made, or which some still make today, basing the generalizations
on the notion of above-and-below, were and are 1n contradiction with the
larger range of facts as we have come to know them ” Jour Philos, XXIX,
647-648
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was not only possible but actual The difficulty arises from a con-
fusion among the meanings of impossibility We have shifted our
standpoint from relations of str1et 1mplication to those of material
mmplication It was inconsisient with the assumptions of Ptolemaie
astronomy, meluding the notion of an absolute above-and-below
relation 1n space, to suppose that bodies could move freely on the
undersurface of other bodies When we ask whether 1t 1s true or
false that there were men actunally living then on the other side of
the earth, we are raising a different kind of question We are con-
cerned with the truth-values or mater1al :impheations of the propo-
sitions not merely their logical content and the absence of contra-
diclion In relation to the wider range of facts as we have come to
know them, 1t 1s true that what were called the Antipodes did exist
then and do exist now But they remain no less inconceivable to
men of a former age

‘Whoever wishes to maintain that the limits of possibility are co-
extensive with the limits of concervability must resort to a priori
arguments to support his thesis As Peiwrce remarked, these “re-
cerved such a sockdolager from Stuart Mill in his Examination of
Hamilton, that holding to them now seems 1o me to denote a high
degree of 1mperviousness to reason ”*® At the same time, Mill’s
own passion for liberty carried him too far in the other direction
In his fear lest any candidate for existence be unjustly suppressed,
he admitted mto the domain of possibilities even such notorrous
rebels against the Law of Contradietion as round squares and
bodies at once all black and all white !* Against his opponents he
rightly maintained that “what 1s ineonceivable cannot therefore
be 1nferred to be false 72 In other words, relative nconcewability
does not imply relative impossibility But he wrongly denied that
absolute inconcervability implies absolute impossibility, and there-

10C S Peirce, Chance, Love and Logic, p 191

11 “These things are literally inconceivable to us, our minds and our ex-
perience being what they are Whether they would be inconeeivable 1f our
minds were the same but our experience different, 18 open to discussion ...
‘We should probably be as well able to concerve a round square as a hard
square, or a heavy square, 1f 1t were not that, 1n our uniform experience, at
the instant when a thing begins to be round 1t ceases to be square, so that
the beginning of the one impression 1s 1nseparably associated wath the de-

paiture or cessation of the other”—J 8 Mill, Ezamwnation of Swr Wm.
Hamton’s Philosophy (ed 6), pp 87-88

12 Ibwd, p 85 Italics mime
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fore relative impossibility as well Curiously enough, this led Maill
to adopt a theory of possibility analogous to the very view which he
was attacking Ile viitually restates, in psvchologieal terms, the
assumption that the possible 1s logically prior to the actual Ae-
cording to the postulates of his empiricism, we have no means of
ascertamning what lies beyond our possible sensations Thus, the
possible means the sensible and the limits of possibility are pre-
determined 1n experience hy “the law of Inseparable Association”
among our 1deas To assert that anything is absolutely impossible
1s merely to say that we are unable to form any conception of 1t
But “our inability to form a conception always arises from our
being compelled to form another contradictory to it ** How any
conception could be said to contradiet something that 1t 1s 1mpos-
sible to conceive, Mill does not attempt to explain It would seem
to be more consistent with his general view to say that whatever
can be conceived 4s conceived, that the sole evidence 1t is possible
to produce that anything 1s concervable 1s that people actually do
concerve 1t When Mill proceeds to state the psyehological reasons
for our belief 1n an external world, he implies that the actual exist-
ence of material objects can he established on no other grounds
The ratio essendi becomes equrvalent to the ratio cognoscends Now,
the reasons offered for our belief in an external world are, “first,
that the human mind 1s capable of Expectation,” and “secondly,
the laws of the Association of Ideas ” The former accounts for “the
conception of Possible sensations,” the latter for the lumits we as-
sign to them 1n our coneeptions ** To think of anything as actually
existing when 1t 1s not perceived 1s to think of “a group of possi-
13 Ihd,p 88

14 ¢““‘When fwo phenomena have been very often experienced 1n conjunction,
and have not, 1n any single instance, occurrced separately either in experience
or wn thought, there 1s produced between them what has been called Inseparable
Association When an association has acquired this character of 1nsepa-
rability, . .not only does the idea called up by association become, 1n our con-
sciousness, mseparable from the idea which suggested 1t, but the facts or phe-
nomena answering to those 1deas come at last to seem inseparable in existence:
things which we are unable to conceive apart, appear incapable of existing
apart ¥—Ibid ,p 226 Itahcs mine If Mill had been consistent with the psycho-
logieal atomism, which his empiricism presupposes, he could not have spoken
here of two phenomena when there is no separation either 1n impression or i
1dea Every distinct perception 25 a distinet existence, and where there are no
separable perceptions we have no right to assume there are distinct existences.

As Hume msisted, “all 1deas, which are different, are separable,” and “to form
the 1dea of an object, and to form an 1dea sumply, 18 the same thing
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bilities of sensation ” Apart from these, we have no i1deas of mate-
T1al objects and 1t 13 sumply the persistent expectation of certain
related sensations that constitntes our belief in objective exist-
ence For these reasons, Mill defines matter itselt (not merely our
conception of a material object) as “a Permanent Possibility of
Sensation "’2°

The crux of the whole argument lies 1n the assumption that the
human mind 1s eapable of ezpectation For all possibilities of sen-
sation are supposed 1o depend on an attitude of expectancy What
else can such an attitude be than a sense or perception of future
possihilities added to the coexistence and succession of 1mpressions
that constitute present experience? Mere association of 1deas will
not aceount for this additional factor Expectancy implies the
presence of tendencies 1n esperience without which there could be
no reference to what 1s absent or remote The notion of a tendency,
howen er, implies the notion of possibility, which must theiefore be,
1n some sense, mdependent of our expectations Thus, we are com-
pelled to reverse Mill’s doctrine Instead of saying that the mate-
r1al of the envitonment consists of possibilities of sensation, which
depend 1n turn on our attitudes of expectancy, we must say that
the possibilities of “sensation” depend on the actual materials of
the environment, and that our attitudes of expectancy imply an
objective reference to such possibilities

The experimental study of “intelligence” or purposive behavior,
both animal and human, tends to econfiim the latter view With the
demand for a distant “goal-object,” such as food or water, the
whole situation m which an animal finds itself becomes what Tol-
man has deseribed as a “means-end-field "’'® Thus, a rat learns to
run a maze or a monkey leains to manipulate a pole as the most
direct means of reaching a “demanded goal-object ” The way 1n
which the animal learns to respond to novel changes in the means-
end-field makes 1t necessary to suppose that alternative possibih-
ties m the actual materials of the environment become determining
factors in the animal’s behavior It is not only that a rat runs down
this or that alley in the expectation of encountering the goal-objeet.
His actions also exhibit, serafum, an expectation of immediate

15 Ihd,p 233
16 E C Tolman, Purposwe Behawior in Animals and Men
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means-objects in the suceessive features of the maze—an expecta-
tion which furnishes

“g, prior ‘sctting’ of the behavior for such subsequent encounter as ‘hore
an opemng’, ‘there a wall’, ‘here a smell-able ecrevice’, and the hike . . The
actual encounter which verifies or fails to verify that ‘this 18 an opening, a
wall, or a crevice,’ 15 a temporally separate and later event It 1s an event
whieh oceurs after the stimuli and the i1mmanent expectations whieh the
stimul release 17

Purpostve behavior mvolves something more than reaction tend-
encies based on past performances and :1mmediate stimuli to release
them It requires supporting features in the environment and the
continuous expectation that such supports are going to verify the
behavior or make 1t possible *®* Even on the somewhat dubious as-
sumption that rats possess “1deas” of what they are doing or have
done I running mazes, their behavior 1n novel situations can
scarcely be attributed to a mere association of these “ideas” The
expermments seem to indicate that possibilities in the situation itself
enter mto and affect the amimal’s behavior in the shape of “im-
manent expectations ” It reacts not only to specific details in the
means-end-field but also to 1ts pervasive or “formal” features, such
as sequence and dfferentiation, distance and direction, multi-
plicity of paths leading to a single goal, reverse ends of one and
the same route *°

The discussion of expectancy and possibilities of “sensation”
points to the distinetion we have made between funciional and
variant possibility Tolman’s aceount of “immanent expectation”
18 a deseription of funetional possibility in texms of behavior. Rats
and monkeys, and most human beings, 1ndeed, are not symbolic
logicians! But the meaning expressed in human discourse by a

17T Ibd, p 84

18 %A rat cannot ‘run down an alley’ without an actual floor to push his
feet against, actual walls to steer between, actual free space ahead to cata-
pult into And in a diserimination-box, he cannot ‘choose’ the white side
from the black without actual whites and blacks continuously to support
and verify such a choice Behavior-acts and their immanent expectations
are released by stimul1, but they demand and are sustained by later coming
behavior-supports. In parenthesis 1t may be remarked that this faet that
supports, and not merely stimuli, are needed for the actual going-off of any
act and are expected by such an act, 18 a feature about behavior which

orthodox psychologies, both stimulus-response psychologies and mentalisms,
seem hitherto to have overlooked ¥—Ib:d ,p 86

19 Ihwd, pp 164 ff “Inferentzal Sign-Gestalt-Expectations.”
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propositional {funection represents, on a higher level, these “im-
manent expectations” in ammal behavior Logical and mathemat-
1cal functions are highly abstiaet symbolic expressions for sets of
possible operations and relations The sigmificance of the specifie
terms with which these operations and relations are eoncerned 1s
not constituted by the functions which express them Rather, their
range of sigmficance 1s determined by the possible truth-values of
their variables These truth-values imply information conveyed by
1deas that are outside the deductive or mathematical system to
which the functions and their variables belong 2° In other words,
the Limats of functional possibility are determined by the 1ange of
variant possibiities The latter, mm turn, are set by conditions that
are external to the context or system of propositions in which the
functional possibility 1s defined

If my analysis 15 correct, Mill's psychological theory of expecta-
tion and possibilities of sensation rests on an erroneous assumption
1 his logical theory Ile has simply reversed the relationship be-
tween functional and variant possibilities
I see a piece of white paper on a table [says Mill] I go mto another room
If the phenomenon always followed me, or if, when 1t did not follow
me, I believe 1t to disappear é rerum naturd, I should not believe 1t to be an
external object . But, though I have ceased to see1it, I am persuaded that
the paper 18 still there I no longer bave the sensations which 1t gave me,
but I believe that when I again place myself in the circumstances in which
I had those sensations, that 1s, when I go again into the room, I shall again
have them . My present semsations are generally of little 1mportance,
and are moreover fugitive the possibilities, on the contrary, are permanent,

which 13 the character that mainly distinguishes our i1dea of Substance or
Matter from our notion of sensation 21

Suppose, however, that my persuasion that the paper 1s still there
should be false Can we then st1ll define the matter—the particular

20 Compare B A Bernstein on “Whitehead and Russell’s Theory of Dedue-
tion as a Mathematical Seienee” “The propositions of a mathematieal seience
(a science 1o the sense of a pure deductive theory) coneern a certain totahty
of things and certamn connections among the things, they give mformation
about a certain class of elements and about certam operattons or relaftons
among the elements The classes, operations and relations constitute the tdeas
of the science . Since the propositions of the seience give imnformation about
1ts 1deas, every proposition must contain, beside the ideas belonging to the
science, also 1deas that are outside the science. The latter are the 1deas of gen-
eral language by means of which the information 18 given »—Bull Am Math
Soc, June, 1931, p 484

210p at, p 228
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subject-matter—of my belief as “the permanent possibility of
sensation” ? If I believe that a sheet of my notes 1s on my desk today
where I remember leaving 1t yesterday, what determines the truth
or falsity of that behef 1s not just the permanent possibility of
percerving an object of a certain shape, size, color, ete It is rather
the 1mpermanent or variant possibility that such an object either
15 or 18 not 1n that particular place at this particular time This
kind of possibility 1s neither contained within nor determined by
the limats of the functional possibility

Iv

‘We have now considered the several senses 1n which a possibility
may be affirmed or denied Confusion of these meanings and their
mnplications has led to the erroneous concluston that all actual
existence 1s a determination of prior possibilities, whether conceiv-
able or sensible (a) Because relative possibility implies absolute
possibility, 1t has been wrongly supposed that relative impossi-
bility imphes absolute mmpossibility Or, because absolute incon-
cervability implies absolute 1mpossibility, 1t has been mferred that
relative meonceivability implies relative impossibility. Henee, it
1s wrongly supposed that what 1s coneervable in thought fixes the
Iimits for what 1s realizable 1 faet, and that the reverse does not
hold (b) Again, because functional possilities include variant
possibilities within their range of significance, 1t has been wrongly
assumed that the limits of the latter are fixed by the logical con-
stituents of the former, whereas, the limits of functional possibility
are determined by the range of varant possibilities. It 1s a truism
that “every possible value of a variable 1s a constant.”?? But it is
far from true that every constant 1s a possible value of a variable.
The truth of the elementary propositions that satisfy a function is
not established merely by prefixing the sign of an inverted — E.
It depends upon actual eonditions that are external to the ideas
expressed m the function itself. When Hamlet eried, “To be or not
to be,” he was stating a variant possibility that implied other con-
ditions of fulfillment than man’s mortality in general. The limits
of any possihlity, whether absolute or relative, are based upon the
conditions of variant possibilities These hmiting eonditions are

22 Russell, Principles of Mathematics, p. 351.
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actual states of affairs and by “actual.” I mean active, on-going,
substantial processes and not mere possibilities of thought or sen-
gation Aectual things or events permit and withhold possibilities
I have suggested that 1n permitting them things do not possess
possibilities It might be added, that in withholding them, they
do not annul them What 1s beyond the limits of possibility is not
thereby deprived of all being and reduced to a sheer nonentity
It has at least a verbal status in some context of discourse, even
though 1t be no more than an example of nonsense or absurdity
The main theme of this diseussion has been that the meanings
of things are the possibilities they permit, and that the limits of
their meanings or possibilities are determined by the actual con-
texts 1n which they are discovered For each context exhibits re-
current characteristics or relatively stable tendencies on which 1ts
possibilities depend By virtue of these defining characteristies or
tendencies, the possibilities permitted in one context are withheld
1 another Thus 1mpossibility 1s necessarily involved in the mutual
exclusiveness of different eontexts But 1t 1s also by virtue of these
same characteristics or tendencies that one context may be 1n-
cluded within a wider context We are thusled to distinguish those
more general and comprehensive settings which we dignify with
the name of “realms ” It 15 not my mntention here to explore these
“realms” or 1o list the characteristics hy whieh their possibilities
are determimed Such an attempt would mvolve nothing short of
a complete system of metaphysics In speaking of a “realm of pos-
sithility,” however, I do not mean any transcendental domain,
whose laws 1mpose an a prior1 necessity upon experience On the
contrary, a “realm” 1s to be regarded as a general type of structure
disecovered 1n actual tendencies, so related as to form a significant
whole There are no characteristics of the “realm’ apart from the
uniformities displayed by operations or activities within it
Among these more pervasive and comprehensive contexts, cer-
tain broad divisions are discernible From these a tentative list of
realms might be drawn up 1n an order of increasing complexity.

1 The realm of discourse as the realm of logical and mathematical possibih-
ties These are all schematic, hence absolute, in that they refer primarily to the
arrangement of all other meanings or possibilities in conformity with the
rational structure of discourse
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2, The physical realm, embracing the possibilities of all mechanical and
chemical actions

3. The realm of hife, including possibilities of orgame evolution and indi-
vidual growth Two kinds of possibihty may be dislingwshed here, mdividual
capacitres (ontogenetic) and generie potentialsirzes (phylogenetie).

4. The socal realm, as any context of moral, legal, and economie poasibihties,
ansing out of the actual orgamzation (or disorgamzation) of huoman interests.

5 The realm of imagwnation, representing the possibilities 1 all artistie
production, as well as the 1deal comstructions of mythology, poetry, and
fiction
The possibilities mmeluded under (1) have no temporal or spatial
reference, although they may signify schematie arrangements of
spatial and temporal posstbilities Those mncluded under (2), (8),
and (4) mmply a common order of events in space and time, in
which they are placed and dated Those included under (5) pre-
sent special difficulties I would suggest that, while they may have
a temporal or a spatial reference (or may not), nevertheless they
1mply no common order of events 1n space and time, according to
which they may be placed or dated In other words, the place and
time of an 1maginary situation are wholly internal to 1ts specific
context and do not 1mply spatial or temporal relations with affairs
1n other eontexts, whether imaginary or existent.

v

Every possibility has an objective reference that goes beyond a
specious present But 1ts locus or source of reference 1s in some
present state of affairs *® Elsewhere I have contended that every
actual or present state of affairs which we may investigate or de-
seribe, consists 1 a process of transformation It was maintained
that there are four principal factors involved the process con-
forms to a structuse, 1t occupies a field, 1t exhibits a functional
unwty, 1t terminates 1n a concretion, either 1 discourse or 1n exist-
ence Furthermore, there 1s interaction among various transforma-
tions 1n different contexts and at different levels of organization
within the same context. For this reason, we find interpenetration
and overlapping, as well as mutual limitation, of processes with
respect to each of the four factors.?* The siructure of any trans-
formation, as formulated in general laws, defines its absolute pos-

28 Compare G H. Mead, The Philosophy of the Present
2¢ Upw Calsf Publ Plulos, XTI, 127.
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sibihities within an actual context—Ilogical, physical, biological,
social, or imaginative Its field represents the range of relative and
variant possibilities which the actual process permits The func-
tion of a transformation 1s the correlation of these varant possi-
bilities according to the imiting conditions of the context A con-
ci etion 1s some determinate value which a funetion assumes as the
outcome of the process

I have argued that impossibilities are necessarily mvolved m the
mutual exclusiveness of different realms or contexts of possibility,
that the limits of what 1s possible are set by the incompatible fune-
tions of present activities This statement, however, 1s subject to
cer1tain qualifying condifions, with a brief deseription of which I
shall conclude

1 Multiple conteatuahity —No realm or context of possibilities
should be considered an absolutely self-inclosed and exclusive sys-
tem, since 1ts chaiacteristics are immplicated mn the conditions for
the realization of possibilities in other 1ealms or contexts Thus,
man as a living organism, with his possibilities of sentient and ra-
tional activity 1s also a physical body inter acting with other bodies
m space and time under the conditions of his physical environ-
ment The realization of lus vital and social potentialities imphes
the structure and functions of his activities as 2 member of the
physical realm Any single process of transformation may permat
possibilities or acquire meanimngs i many contexts Failure to
recognize this multiple contextuality gives rise to what R B Perry
has called “the fallacy of exelusive particularity ”

2 Intrinsic differentiation of structure —It 1s not only the mu-
tual exclusiveness of contexts that determines the Iimits of pos-
sthility Witlun a given context there are subordinate patterns
of o1gamzation which permut certain possibilities and withhold
others Thus, 1n the whole 1ealm of logical and mathematical pos-
sibilities, we ean distinguish hetween the context of Greek mathe-
maties and the context of modern mathematies. Operations that
were 1elatively impossible under the conditions of the former are
possible under the different conditions of the latter, although both
share the characteristics of the wider context of the mathematical
sciences 1n general 2® The intrinsie differentiation of structure

23 “What 15 a possible operation, or what 18 an 1mpossible one, does not
depend upon any absolute eriterion of possibility, but upon the character-



Mackay: The Lvmts of Possibility 151

within a given context gains mncreasing 1mportance m the social
and 1magmative realms of possihility One type of life and char-
acter, because of 1ts mntrinsic pattern of orgamzation, will permit
possibilities that another type withholds The forms and standards
of one art will permit possihilities of production that are impos-
stble in a different art Even in the work of an individual artist, it
seems likely that there are intrinsic differences of pattern which
permit and withhold certain possibilities It 1s obvious that some of
the musical themes of a modern composer like Schonberg or Alban
Berg would have been 1mpossibilities for a Beethoven symphony.

8 Eaztrmsic integration of functions —The funectional possibili-
ties of things 1n one realm or context exclude some as irrelevant,
which may nevertheless be included among the possibilifies in an-
other context Yet some of the most fruitful hypotheses in the his-
tory of science have been developed thiough the extension of fune-
tional possibilities £1om one context to another, leading to a wider
imtegration of functions and the discovery of new variant possi-
bilities We have only to think of the whole range of new possibili-
ties opened up by the introduction of mechanical concepts into the
field of thermodynamaes, or, more recently, the use of concepts bor-
rowed from the context of non-Euclidean geometry to remnterpret
the laws of physies Whether any piroposed integration of fune-
tions 18 valid or merely fanciful can only be determined experi-
mentally Itis difficult to draw the line 1n advance between a genu-
ine extension of functional possibilities and a mere confusion of
categories For in each context there are possibilities, both absolute
and relative, which are excluded from the field of possible opera-
tions or events in other contexts In a context of imagmary beings,
for example, states of affairs are permitted which are completely
withheld from any physical context There 1s, moreover, a kind of
necessity and coherence 1 ihe characters of imaginary bemngs.
They remain “true to form’” within their appropriate contexts.
1sties of the domain 1m which operations are carried out; the possibility or
impossibility 18 1n fact relative to a particular domain. So long as the do-
main was that of a signless number, the operation of subtraction was not
always a possible one, for example, 3 — 5 represented an impossible opera-
tion, and could only be taken to represent an ‘imaginary’ number, 1n relation
to the domain Similarly, the operation of extracting a square root of a
negative number 18 only impossible within the domamn of real number; it

becomes a possible operation within the enlarged domain of complex num-
ber.”—E, W Hobson, The Domawn of Natural Science,p 117
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Superstition, m contrast to seience, 18 simply the attempt to sub-
strtute 1deal possibilities 1n an imagmative setting for the actual
conditions of the physieal world Such eonfusion of context 1s one
source of the belief 1n miracles and supernatural mterventions A
miracle 1s a relative impossibility 1n one context taken as a sign of
absolute necessity 1n another

So soon as man ecases to be wholly immersed in sense, he looks before and
after, he regrets and desires . The L1fe of Reason will then be a name for

that part of experience which perceives and pursues 1deals—all conduet so con-
trolled and all sense 50 interpreted as to perfect natural happiness 20

In these words, Santayana has expressed what might be called
the evsdence of possibility 1n human experience To say that man is
the kind of amimal that “perceives and pursues 1deals” is fo say
that he lives 1n the presence of possibilities, which objectively
shape lus thought and guide his actions Without possibilities,
genunely discovered and not merely fabricated by our thinking,
mtelligence would be futile But the Life of Reason 1s also a name
for that part of experience which discerns and wisely acquiesces mm
the actual limits of possibility

26 Santayana, The Lsfe of Reason, I, 2, 8.
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erther forget or 1gnore The first truism is that every ques-

tion has an answer We may not be able to decide what the

correct answer 1s, but even the reply that we do not know what the
answer 1s or that we cannot make up our minds about it presup-
poses that the question has an answer The seecond truism is that
no question has an answer unless the question be sigmficant The
decision that a question 1s significant 15 obviously not made by the
mere fact that we raise our voice at 1ts end. A great many phil-
osophical debates would terminate at once if the debaters were
not taking 1t for granted that this fact constitutes a sufficzent eri-
terion of significance In order to determine, then, whether a ques-
tion 18 sigmficant, 1t 13 necessary to have a criterion of significance.
‘When we ask the question “Do hons exist ?” our question has a
determinate and unambiguous meaning or significance The ecri-
terion of significance that 1s presupposed by this question 1s the
following We are able to state the circumstances under which we
could say that we had verified the proposition, “Lions exist ”” Since
the question has a determinate meaning it 1s obviously capable of
a determinate answer If anyone has ever observed the character
of being a lion exemplified 1n a particular the answer 1s “yes,”
otherwise 1t 18 “no” or “maybe ” We must not suppose, however,
that the criterion of significance I have stated 1s the only one of
its kind There are other eriteria by which we could determine
whether a question, and 1n particular whether the question under
consideration, is significant or not I merely assert that the ecri-
terion stated is the one usually presupposed when we say that this
question can be answered That there are different criteria of sig-
nificance can be shown by the following considerations. Take the
proposition, “Lions are possible.” We might say that this is sigmfi-
cant 1f we can state the circumstances under which the proposition

[166]

TEERE ARE TWO TRUISMS which philosophers habitually
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“Laons exist” conld be said to have been verified This condition
fulfilled, the possible becomes 1dentical with the significant and
the 1mpossible with the nonsignificant or meaningless If there-
fore the proposition “A 1s 1mpossihle” 15 to be significant, we are
m need of a criterion by which we can determine whether “A” 1s
significant or not Ilence the proposition “A 1s impossible” eannot
be equivalent to the proposition “A 1s nonsignificant,” for unless
“A” 18 significant this proposition is also nonsignificant

The meaning of the question “Are lions possible ?” 1s eapable of
a number of different specifications The answer to the question
therefore depends on the criterion of significance that we select
This 1s not always kept in mind when questions regarding possibles
are discussed, otherwise philosophers would cease debating the
guestion whether round squares are possible or not If the dis-
putants did take the trouble of specifying exactly what they take
the question to mean, they would either agree upon an answer or
decide that they were not diseussing the same problem They would
find that what 1s possible when the question has heen given one
specific sense may also be :impossible when the meaning of the ques-
tion has been differently specified In addition to the philosophers
who think that the gquestion of the possibihity or impossibility of
round squares 1s dehatable, there are of course those philosophers
who hold that the sentence “Are round squares possible ?”’ 1s mean-
mgless We think we are asking a meaningfnl question, so these
philosophers tell us, because we raise our voice at the end of this
sentence or hecaunse 1t has the same form as the sigmificant sentence
“Are lions possible”’ In reality we are giving utlerance to non-
sense, because the notion of round squares 1s self-contradictory

‘We have said that the possible and the impossible cannot be iden-
tified with the significant and the nonsignificant, respectively For
if this identification he made, the proposition “A 15 1mpossible” can
be significant only on condition that 1t 1s false, that 1s, that the
proposition “A 1s possible” 1s true But this proposition is signifi-
cant even 1f true, and this fact requires that “A” be significant
The decision whether “A™ 1s sigmficant or not 18 made by means
of some criterion of significance This eriterion determines the
class of significant terms as well as the class of terms which are
nonsignificant Within the class of sigmficant ferms the possible
and the impossible are distinguishable species This distinetion 1s
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effected by the addition of differentiating conditions to the 1mtial
eriterion of significance If “A” satisfies the eonditions of this sec-
ond criterion, “A” 1s possible, 1f not, 1t 15 1mpossible This second
criterion, then, which distinguishes possibles from impossibles
within a given genus of significance can 1 turn be taken as a eon-
dition of significance Within ihe class of significant terms that is
determined by this criterion, a further separation of possibles from
impossibles can be made i the same manner as before. If, there-
fore, we 1nsist on making the 1dentification of the possible with the
significant and of the impossible with the nonsignifieant, this 1den-
tification must be understood 1n the sense indicated The possible
as the significant and the impossible as the nonsignificant are both
subelasses of the significant

There 1s one condition of significance which 1s quite ultimate and
1s 1n fact presupposed by the different eriteria of significance that
I propose to examine so far as these criteria are philosophically
mmportant This 1s the significance of what we may here call simple
signs Certam signs are said to be significant because they sym-
bolize or represent factors within our experience We know what
1s meant by the sign “red” because we have verified sentences of the
form “x 1s red ” Similarly, we know what 1s meant by the sign “to
the right of,” becanse we have verified sentences of the form “x 18
to the right of y ” The sign “red” then derivesits significance from
1ts ocecurrence 1n a verified sentence In general, signs that sym-
bolize qualities and relalions are significant because sentences m
which these signs occur symbolize facts with which we are or have
been directly acquainted The significance of simple signs I propose
to call primary significance

There are other signs the significance of which 1s derivative from
the significance of simple signs These signs I propose to call com-
plex signs and thewr sigmificance secondary significance Not every
complex sign, how ever, has secondary significance even though its
components have primary significance If a complex sign be com-
posed of several signs that are arranged contrary to the rules of
syntax, then the complex sign shall not be said to have secondary
sgnificance The significance of complex signs is therefore subject
to a certain limitation A complex sign need not be composed of
several signs The sign “unicorn,” for example, is complex, since
we have not verified a sentence of the form “x 1s a unicorn.” But we
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nevertheless say that this sign 1s sigmificant because 1ts signifi-
cance 1s analyzable 1nto the significance of simple signs Similarly,
even such signs as “round square” and *“square virtue” qualhify as
significant signs, for these signs have been constructed in aceord-
ance with syntaectical rules, and the significance of their com-
ponents 1s analyzable into the sigmficance of simple signs

Significance, both primary and secondary, 1s, then, a property of
certain particulars which we call signs If we define a sign as a
significant mark, then the term “nonsigmficant sign” 1s of course
a contradictio in adjecto Hence, by the term “sign” I shall mean a
mark whaeh either 1s signifieant or nonsignificant But this defini-
t1on 1s again open to the objection that the term “nonsignificant
mark” 1s also a contiadictio wn adjecto In order to state quite
clearly what I do mean, I must be somewhat prolix There are cer-
tain visible, audible, and touchable particulars. written by some-
one, printed by someone, spoken by someone, or executed by some-
one whieh have either primary or secondary significance There are
certain other particulars, originated in the same way as the former
set, which resemble the former set of particulars in that they are
analyzable into the same or similar elements, but they are not
significant The term “sign,” then, shall refer to any member of
these two classes In other words, the term “sign” refers to the
genus of which significant signs and nonsignificant signs are the
species

Signs may be divided into two groups, sentences and signs other
than sentences Sentences are constructed out of signs other than
sentences I shall not here raise the question, Can a sign be signifi-
cant independently of 1ts occurrence 1n a sentence ? But signs other
than sentences do occur or can occur 1n sentences The significance
of signs independently of their occurrence 1n sentences need there-
fore not receive separate treatment It 1s sufficient 1f we consider
their significance 1n sentences

A sentence 15 a sign that has been construeted 1n acecordance with
the rules of syntax. The significance of a sentence or of a part of a
sentence could therefore be identified with its grammatieal strue-
ture All sign-structures resembling sentences or parts of sen-
tences, but violating one or more of the rules of syntax, are non-
significant with respect to this eriterion According to the syn-
tactical criterion of significance the sentences that constitute the
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poem “Jabberwocky,” and the similar sentences that are found in
the writings of James Joyce and Gertrude Stein, are all sound
sense, even though they are constructed out of signs that have
neither primary nor secondary significance, while many of the
sign-structures recorded by students of philosophy in their blue-
books are nonsense, even though the signs of which they are com-
posed all have either primary or secondary significance.

Syntactical strueture 15 then the first eriterion by means of which
one can distinguish—as a matter of fact, does distinguish—be-
tween significance and nonsignificance, between sense and non-
sense The determination of the significance of a sign-structure by
the application of this eriterion 1s obviously guite independent of
the possession by 1ts components of primary or secondary signmifi-
cance Itis sufficient to know the réles played by the various signs;
that 1s, what 1s noun, adjective, verb, preposition, ete If the signs
that play these roles perform the functions that are assigned to
them by the rules of syntax, then our sign-structure 1s a sentence.
Of course 1f the sign-structmie contains components that do have
primary or secondary significance, as do the sign-structures of
“Jabberwocky,” for example, our deciding whether the sign-strue-
ture 1s a sentence or not 1s facihitated by the presence of such signs
In other words, the sentences of “Jabberwocky” have the form of
propositions They are in fact derrved from propositional func-
tions by supplymg nonsignificant signs as arguments Unless, 1n
short, some of the signs are significant, we should need the aid of
the author of the sign-structuie in oider to deeide whether the
sign-structure 1s a sentence or not

Syntactical significance and nonsignificance are of no philosoph-
1cal interest My excuse for mentioning them here 1s the necessity
of having a complete catalogue of what has been called sense and
nonsense Also the classification has a certain heuristie value, for
1t limits any further determination of the conditions of significance
to the sign-structures that are significant according to this first
criterion

I have already indicated what the next condition of significance
must be Tt must enable us to relegate to the class of the nonsensical
the sentences of James Joyce and Gertrude Stemn (some of them,
at any rate), while leaving sigmficant the sentences of less ad-
vanced authors The criterion that will do this may be stated as
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follows A sentence 1s significant 1f 1t consists of signs that have
either primary or secondary significance

I am 1n a position now to illustrate the relation between signifi-
cance and possibility Suppose we consider the question “Are shthy
toves possible ?” Before we can decide whether they are possible or
not, we must determine whether “slithy toves” 1s a significant
symbol The fi1st eriterion of significance enables us to make this
determination The question we have to answer 1s, Do the rules of
grammar permit the modification of a noun by an adjective? The
answer being 1n the affirmative, we can proceed to the further ques-
tion whether slithy toves are possible or not Ilere we invoke the
second criterion This criterion enables us to distinguish possibles
from impossibles “Shithy toves” being a sign that has neither
primary nor secondary significance, the decision 1s against the pos-
sibility of shithy toves The possible and the 1mpossible are thus
species of the significant

The next separation of sense from nonsense 1s made by the doe-
trine of types Mr Russell defines a logical type as follows
A and B are of the same logical type if, and only 1f, given any fact of which A
18 a constituent, there 1s a corresponding faet which has B as a constituent,

which either results by substituting B for A, or 1s the negation of what so
results 1

It follows from this definition that when two signs signify differ-
ent types, the 1elations of the signs to what they signify are also
of different types In order to 1llustrate what the doctrine of types
asserts, let us demonstrate this consequence Let ¢ and b be signs
and v and w the entities they signify Let B and S be the relations
between a and v, and b and w, respectively By assumption, aRv
and bSw both express facts Also by assumption, v and w are of
different types We have to show that aSv does not express a fact
and that its denial likewise does not express a fact Now, since a
and b are of the same type (all signs being of the same type), there
either 1s a fact aSw or else 1t is false that there is such a fact. But
since v and w are of different logical types, there is no fact whach is
expressed by aSv, and there is no fact which 1s expressed by the
demal of aSv». The relations B and S are therefore of different
types

. Contemporary British Philosophy, First Series, p 369
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In another place Russell has defined a type as the range of signifi-
cance of some funetion, the range of significance being defined as
the class of values of the variable for which the values of the fune-
tion are either true or false The values that may be supplied as ar-
guments to a function are not any valnes, but must be of appro-
priate type If we choose a value as argument that belongs to a
different type the resulfing sentence 1s nonsignificant A few ex-
amples will make this clear Consider the function “x 1s red ” The
values of “x” that may be supplied as arguments to this function
are particulars But tlus alone 1s not enough, the particulars which
belong to the range of significance of this function must either all
be colored or at least possess all those characteristics which are
presupposed by the characteristic of bemg colored The first con-
dition renders the sentence “Green 1s red” nonsignificant, while
the second one determines the sentence “This sound 1s red” also
to be nonsignificant Since the negation of a proposition 1s a fune-
tion of that proposition. the negation of these sentences must also
be nonsignificant If, for example, the sentence “This sound is not
red” were significant, 1ts equivalent “It 1s false that this sound 1s
red” would also be significant But the latter sentence 1s obviously
nonsignificant, since 1t contains a nonsignificant sentence. Con-
sider next the function “x 1s square ” The values of “x” that may
be supplied as arguments to this function must all have the char-
acteristics that are presupposed by the characteristic of being
square This condition renders the sentence “Virtue 1s square” as
well as the sentence “Virtue 1s not square” nonsignificant, since an
analysis of the notion of virtue does not disclose any characteristics
that are identical with the characteristics that are presupposed
by the charaecteristic of being square

I have now said enough to indicate that the doctrine of typesisa
plausible doctiine A detailed defense of 1t requires technical re-
sources which 1t 1s liere unnecessary to develop. But I think that
we shall not go very far wrong 1f we say that particulars such as
sounds and colors belong to different types because an analysis of
the characteristics of sounds and colors does not disclose any char-
acteristic that 1s common to both Things can belong to the same
type only if there is at least one characteristic which belongs to
both The determination of the range of significance of a function
therefore appears to be an analytical matter We take an argument
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that satisfies the funetion and compare 1ts analysis with the an-
alysis of the value that 1s proposed as argument to the same fune-
tion If this analysis yields any characteristic that 1s common to
the two, then they belong to the same type, 1f not, they belong to
different types

The eondition of significance demanded by the doctrine of types
determines a further separation of possibies from impossibles Pos-
sibles satisfy the requirements of the doctrine of types, 1impossibles
do not “Square virtue” 1s rendered impossible by these require-
ments, while “round squates,” on the contrary, remain withimn the
realm of the possible As we pomted out before, this separation of
possibles from 1mpossibles presupposes that signs such as “square
virtue” and “round square” are significant The criterion of signifi-
cance that 1s here involved 1s the second one, with respect to which
we made our first separation of possibles from 1mpossibles

Since the relation of the possible and impossible to the signifi-
cant 1s the same at each level of significance, 1t 1s unnecessary from
now on to speeify exactly 1n what sense the possible can be 1denti-
fied with the sigmificant and the impossible with the nonsignificant
It 15 sufficient 1f we mdicate the general scheme of this relation
Suppose, then, we have reached the eriterion of significance Sn ~ 1,
where the index inchecates the order of the eriterion Tlus eriterion
determines whether the question regarding the possibibty or 1m-
possihility of “A™ (where “A"” may now be supposed to have either
primary or secondary significance) 1s significant or not We now
select a criterion of significance Sun which consists 1n a further
determination of the eriterion Sn—1 The eriterion Sn then en-
ables us to divade possibles from 1mmpossibles within the region of
the significant as detetmined by Sn— 27 Exactly the same pro-
cedure 1s repeated within the region of significance determined by
Sn by selecting a eriterion of significance Sn + 1, which 1s 2 further
determination of the criterion §n That 1s to say, the region of
significance detexmined by S» 1s the region of the possibles within
which a further separation of possibles from impossibles is made
by employing a eriterion that 1s obtained from S» by adding
further determinations to 1t

The fourth eriterion of significance 1s then obtamed from the
third by adding a further condition to the eriterion supplied by
the doctrine of types This further econdition is the requirement
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that our symbols be consistent The determination of the consist-
ency of our symbols 1s made by the law of contradiction This law
therefore constitutes the fourth criterion of significance “Round
squares,” which are significant according to the third eriterion,
are nonsignificant 1f we add the further condition that a econcept
must be self-consistent 1 order to he significant Using the eri-
terion 1 turn to distinguish possibles from impossibles, we get the
result that “round squares” are impossible, while “extended red
things” and “wealthy rich men” remain as posstbles

Our next criterion must therefore be such that it will rule out
the last-mentioned possibilities To consistency we shall have to
add that our terms be nontautologous All signs the primary or
secondary significance of which involves a tautology are to be
classified as nonsignificant It 1s not necessary for our purpose to
make a distinetion between those tantologies which are analytical
propositions or are derived from analytical propositions and the
wider class of noninductive generalizations which ineludes such
propositions as “Red differs from green” and “Whatever is red is
extended ” It has been suggested that these propositions are tau-
tologies 1n disguise I donot know of any proof which demonstrates
them to be tantologies, but for the sake of this discussion I shall
assume that an analysis of them would show this to be true The
criterion under consideration then, deter mines that both “wealthy
rich men” and “extended red things” are impossible

The sixth condition of significance narrows the class of sentences
down to those that express matters of fact, that 1s, to a posterior
or synthetic propositions A synthetie proposition 1s significant if
1t 1s verifiable, that 1s, 1f we can specify the conditions under which
we could say that we had verified 1t If the conditions of verifica-
tion cannot be specified, then the proposition 1s nonsignificant A
great many of the propositions of metaphysics are nonsignificant,
according {o this eriterion Take such a proposition as “Matier 18
infinite ” Presumably this means that the number of material par-
ticles 18 1nfinite. This proposition 1s not verifiable, as it requires us
to be able to count an infinite number of particles Every inductive
generalization presupposes a finite number of inducing cases if
1t 18 to satisfy the condition of significance under consideration.
In order that an induective generalization be significant 1t is more-
over necessary that the inducing cases be contained within spatial
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and temporal linntz The proposition that all men are mortal is
theoretically verifiable 1f we ean examine all the indueing cases.
They ean all Le examined 1f they are all located within assigned
boundaries The proposition seems as a matter of fact to presup-
pose such limits, Presumably the men 1t talks about are all to be
found on the earth, or at least withun the planetary system That
the aggregate of mnen 1s also confined withun temporal limits 1s
not so obviously presupposed But just as obviously we could not
say that we had verified the proposition if outside all temporal
limits no matter how far these be extended 1nto the past and the
tuture there are always to be found more men For a statement
about an infinite aggregate, wlere each member of the aggregate
has to he examined 1n respect to the possession of a certain prop-
erty, is not verifiable, and neither 1s a statement about a finite ag-
gregate 1f we do not know within what spatial and temporal limits
the aggregate 1s to Lbe found. since we cannot know that the aggre-
gate is finite unless this condition he satisfied

According to the sixth eriterion, then, the concept of an infinite
number of material particles represents an impossibihty But so
does the coneept of a world consisting of a finite number of such
particles, 1f the spatial limits of such a world remain unspecified
Such concepts as “unicorn” and “green-skinned man” represent
possibles.

It 15 not advisable to contue the dichotomous division of sue-
cessive regions of significance 1nto possibles and impossibles when
we reacli the sixth criterion Instead T shall diseuss a number of
alternative classifications which all presuppose this criterion of
significance One might suggest that when we have reached the
stage of empirical propositions we are precluded from making any
further dustinction of sense from nonsense Dut this would be a mis-
take, the nonsensical has many mansions, as I have already suffi-
ciently demonstrated Some of 1ts mansions are even located m an
area which some philosophers have lately declared to be the final
and exclusive domieile of the significant. As proof of this conten-
tion I need only point out that philosophers make a distinction be-
tween genuine and spurious possibilities, and that spurious possi-
biliiies are sometimes 1dentified with the nonsensical

But before I go on with the examination of the alternative classi-
fications of this region of significance into possibles and 1mpossibles
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I want to raise a question which has been 1gnored so far, but which
now calls for an answer The question 1s this What precisely is
being asserted in the statements that we have considered when we
say that “A 1s possible” or that “A 1s 1mpossible ”” To this question
I now turn

Possibles, we have seen, are a selection from a collection of alter-
natives There are always two questions, then, that must be de-
cided How are the alternatives determined ? and How are the pos-
sibles to be distinguished from the 1mpossibles? The game of chess
1lustrates quite clearly how these questions are answered There
are sixty-four alternative moves that can be made with each piece,
1f we count the leaving of a piece on a square on which 1t stands
as an alternative move These alternatives are determined by the
general requirement of the rules that the game he played on a
board divided into sixty-four squares, and that removing a piece
from one square and placing 1t on another or refusing to move 1t
from a square already occupied hy the piece shall constitute a
move But not all these moves are possible moves The possible
moves are determined by the specific rules of the game The moves,
then, that are mmcompatible with the rules of the game are the im-
possibles moves Besides possible and 1mpossible moves there are
of course also abst1d or nonsensical moves Thus, 1f I should move
a piece off the board or place 1t at the interseetion of the bound-
ary lines of the squaies I should be executing a move that is not
contemplated by the rules of the game

This account of the possible as a selection from alternatives
exactly parallels the account we have given of the relation of the
possible to the signmificant The alternative moves in chess might be
called, and perhaps are called, significant moves, a significant move
being a move on the board Nonsignificant or nonsensical moves are
moves not contemplated by the general requirements of the game
But a possible move might also be called a significant move, a move
bemg signifieant 1f 1t 1s made 1n accordance with the rules of the
game We need not repeat here in what sense a move may be both
significant and nonsignificant, a move that is nonsignificant in the
limited sense must also be significant in the wider sense

In order to show that possibles and 1mpossibles are always selee-
tions from a collection of alternatives, I now propose to recapitu-
late the results we have obtained so far
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1. The first set of alternatives f1om which possibles and 1mpos-
sibles are to be selected are signs that have grammatical signifi-
cance Possible and impossible signs or ecombinations of signs are
distingmished with 1espeet to the condition that possible signs must
have primary or secondary significance The propositions “A 1s
possible” and “A 18 1mpossible” are therefore propositions about
signs Thus, the proposition “Square virtue 1s possible” means that
“Square virtue” 1s a possible combination of signs, while the propo-
sition “Slithy toves are impossible” means that “Shthy toves” 1s an
1mpossible combination of signs

2 The second set of alternatives, or the class of concepts, 1s de-
termined by the condition that no sign shall belong to the set unless
1t have primaty or secondary significance The separation of pos-
sible from impossible eoncepts 1s then made by means of the doe-
trme of types “Round squares are possible” means that “Round
square” 1s a possible concept

3 The thnd set of alternatives consists of concepts which are
permitted by the doctrine of types Possible concepts are distin-
guished from 1mpossible concepts by means of the Law of Contra-
diction. The requurement of this law makes round squares 1mpos-
sible, while tautologous concepts such as “Wealthy rich men” re-
main within the possible

Philesophets can be divided into two groups—those who believe
that round squares are thinkahle, and those who hold the contrary
opmion The disputants aigue at cross-purposes so long as they
do not bother to define what they mean by “thinkable ” We have
attempted to supply these definitions “Round squares” are pos-
sible or thinkable relative to one condition, and 1mpossible or un-
thinkable relative to a more specific condition In the words of Mr.
Stout ‘‘an 1mpossibility can be thought of only because, from an-
other pomt of view, 1t 1s a possibility 2 Mr Stout proposes a solu-
tion of the difficulty along the lines I have suggested He writes
In onc sense, we cannot apprehend the union of two contradictory proposi-
tions 1n a single proposition, for 1t 1s 1n the act of faihing to do this that we
become aware of the law of contradiction as self-evadent On the other hand,
1f we could not think of the umon of contradictory propositions at all, we could

never recognize 1t as an impossibility. The solution of the difficulty seems to
be this The general echaracter of the propositions, considered merely as propo-

2 Proc Aristotelian Soc, New Series, X1, 193
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sitions, leaves open the alternative possibility of their bemng combined or not
combined Hence fiom this point of view we can think of their union as a pos-
sible alternative It 13 only when we go on to devclop our thought m the at-
tempt to hrng before the mund the special Lorm whieh this alternative would
assume under the special conditions, that we find our path barred We can
think of the two propositions being umited 1n a single proposition But when
we ask what proposition would fulfill the speeial conditions, we find, not a
thought, but a blank failure to think 8

That some such solution as this 1s the right one 1s shown by the
fact that there are mathematical 1mpossibles which are not so ob-
viously self-contradictory as the concept of the round square The
trisection of an arbitrary angle, for example, can be demonstrated
to be impossible But obviously one ecannot demonstrate the impos-
sibility of trisecting an arbitrary angle unless the problem 1s at
leasi significant Nonmathematicians undoubtedly exist even now
who, unable to comprehend the demonstration, consider the prob-
lem to be significant and work on its solution The trisection of an
angle 1s therefore from another point of view a possible eoncept It
1s only when we develop the coneept, as Mr Stout expresses 1t, that
the contradiction comes to the surface, and that the concept of
the trisection of an arbitrary angle joins the rank of mpossibles.
These examples may be extended indefinitely I mention only two
out of a long list the rationality of the ratio between the circum-
ference and the diameter of a eircle, and the demonstrability of the
axiom of parallels In every example the concept 1s significant or
possible, since 1t satisfies the general 1 equirements that govern the
formation of coneepts, and, 1 the example under consideration, of
mathematical concepts

4 The fourth set of alternatives consists of coneepts that have
the property of consisteney The distinction of possible from 1m-
possible eoncepts 1s then effected by the Law of Tautology. It might
be objected hete that we are pressing the distinetion between pos-
sibles and 1mpossibles too far on the side of logie, that we should
have stopped the analysis at the preceding level How can “wealthy
rich men” who are possible at the preceding level also be impossible
at the present level? This 1s the same type of objection that was
previously raised against the possibility of round squares There
the possibility, here the impossibility 1s objected to, while the pos-

8 Itvd , 194
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sibility here and the impossibility there are found unobjectionable.
The solution of this difficulty would therefore seem to be exactly
parallel to the solution 1n the preceding one Since 1t 18 true to say
that rich men are possible, 1t must be true that wealthy rich men are
possible, since every rich man 1s wealthy Waith respect to the gen-
eral requirement of consisteney, then, wealthy rich men are pos-
sible But the question “A1ie wealthy rich men possible 7’ might be
undeistood 1 this way Is it possible for a man to be both rich and
wealthy, can a man have the property of being rich i addition to
the property of being wealthy, just as he undoubtedlv can have the
property of being generous 1 addition to that of being wealthy ?
Here the answer 1s of course m the negative, 1t 15 impossible that a
man should have the property of being wealthy 1 addition to the
property of being rich Relative to the 1equirement, therefore that
the qualifications of a concept must be synthetic, wealthy rich men
are 1mpossible

5 The fifth set of alternatives 1s determined by the condition
that every concept that 1s a member of the set shall have 1n addi-
tion to the properiy of consistency the property of being non-
tautologous The distinefion between possibles and impossibles 1s
then effected by the condition that possible concepts have the prop-
erty of verifiability That 1s to say. the proposition “A 1s possible”
will be true 1f we ean state the conditions under which the propos-
tion “A exists” could be said to have heen verified If we cannot
state these conditions, then the proposttion “A 1s 1mpossible” will
be true Thus, green-skinned men are possible, since we know what
we should have to find 1f we were to ver1fy the proposition “There
are green-skinned men,” while an mfinite world 1s impossible, since
we cannot specify what we should find 1f we were to verify the
proposition “The world consists of an immfinite number of mater:al
particles ”

6 The sixth set of alternatives 1s determined hv the condition
that every coneept that 1s a member of the set shall be verifiable.
The alternatives we have reached are usually divided into a set of
spurlous and a set of genuine possibilities A spurious possibility is
a possibility which the actual world in some way excludes, which
could not exist, while a genuine possibility 18 one that could be a
member of the world, one that could exist A genuine possibility re-
mains of course no less genuine even 1f 1t never does exist If then
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the distinetion between genuine and spurious possibilities 1s to be
maintained, membership in the actual world must be determined by
conditions If we know the conditions, we can decide. 1n theory at
least, whether a proposed possibility 1s spurious or genuine In
practice the decision would be contingent on the degree of com-
plexity of the conditions If this degree exceeded a certain limit the
decision might hbecome 1mpossible, because 1t presupposes technical
resources which we do not possess

How then shall we specify the eonditions for membership in the
actual world? We might try to answer this question by having re-
course to the expedient of making an inventory of the different
kinds of things and events 1n the world The kinds of things that
have occurred and the kinds of events that have happened we
might then say are genuine possibilities, while any possibility con-
templated by the mind of man that 1s not represented 1n this inven-
tory by at least one example 1s spurious This criterion of the gen-
uinely possible will undoubtedly be thought to restriet the range
of the genuinely possible too rigidly We are fairly certam that
fairies and golden mountains are spurious possibilities, but we are
not so confident what our decision should be when we are consider-
ing the possibilities imagined by a breeder of fruits or flowers. And
often our confidence 1s misplaced Before the advent of aviation
there were people who thought 1t impossible that man should ever
be able to lift himself off the ground 1 a device heavier than air
The eriterion under consideration then does not go very far in dis-
tinguishing spurious from genuine possibilities An enumeration
of the things and events that the world contains does determine
what 1s gennunely possible, hut 1t does not divide the possible into
two mutually exclusive sets of spurious and genuine possibles

‘We might try next the expedient of defining the genminely pos-
sible as {hat which is compatible with the known laws of nature
But here we have to distinguish between two alternatives On the
first alternative, A 1s possible if A 1s a specification of the laws of
nature, impossible 1f 1t contradicts these laws On the second alter-
native, A 1s possible if A 1s independent of the laws of nature.
That a eandle should stay lit 1n an elevator that 1s falling with the
acceleration of gravity 1s impossible, relative to the known laws of
nature These laws declare that combustion can take place only in
the presence of oxygen, and that carbon dioxide 18 one of the prod-
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uects of eombustion, but an elevator that falls in the gravitational
field of the earth 1s a system whose parts are not acted upon by
gravitational forces relative to the elevator, and the candle will
therefore have to go out, because 1t 1s smothered by the carbon
dioxide that accumulates around the flame In the same way the
known laws of nature determine what 1s possible That a man
should grow to the height of a giraffe 1s not inconsistent with
known laws and 1s thetefore possible That he should grow to the
height of a mile 15 1mpossible Such a man could exist only on
the supposition that the laws of mechanics are false But known
laws do not determine withi what 1ange of colors the color of his
skin must fall The eolor of a man’s skin 1s not connected with other
characteristies of hus orgamism by any known law Hence, a green-
skinned man 1s a genuine possibility relative to known laws The
known laws of nature do of course put a limitation on some of the
properties that sueh a man might have If he 1s to possess the bio-
logical and anatomical characteristics that are found in men of
ordmary size he cannot exceed a certain height without his being
rendered impossible by the laws of mechanies A possibility 1s
therefore to be considered as independent of the known laws of
nature even 1f 1is independence 1s only partial No genuine pos-
sibility ean of course be completely independent of known laws
But 1ts independence might very well be partial

The laws of nature, then, do enable us to distinguish spurious
from genuine possibilities, but they do not determine these two
classes definitively A g1een-skinned man 1s a genuine possibility
relative to known laws He may be a spurious possibility relative to
a more 1nclusive knowledge of nature’slaws Every increase in our
knowledge of the laws of nature contracts the region of the gen-
winely possible In addition to this difficulty there is the further
obstacle that we may not have the requsite abilities for determin-
1ing whether an alleged possible 1s spurious or genumne And even
if we do have the reqmsite abilities we may make mistakes When-
ever we are concerned with remote consequences of a law or set of
laws we are confronted with this hazard People who used to main-
tamn that flight 1 an aeroplane was impossible, were mistaken 1f
they meant to assert that such a feat was precluded by the laws of
nature that were known when they advanced this contention They
would have been thought wiser if they had kept their counsel
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Keeping our counsel 1s undoubtedly the best policy we can adopt
on many occasions when we are confronted by the question of the
spurlousness or genuineness of a possibility

The possibilities with which we are concerned in the a prior1 de-
termination of probabilities are always independent of the laws
of nature I do not mean that the position which a tossed coin, for
example, will take on a flat surface 1s not determined by 1ts me-
chanical state when 1t leaves the hand We are convinced, on the
contrary, that the future state of a tossed coin is a function of 1ts
earlier states But we do not know how to determine this function
In other words, we do not know the law that connects the 1mtial
state of the coin with 1ts final state If we did know 1t we should be
able to decide whether the proposition “Heads 18 a possible throw”
1s true or false Thus, i1f I should ask, “Is 1t possible for a falling
body to reach the position P’ from the position P 1n five seconds ¢’
the answer to the question 1s determined by the law of falling
bodies This law, as Mr Lenzen has expressed 1t, determines the
possible positions of a falling hody But we know of no law which
determines the possible states of a tossed coon 'We do have partial
knowledge of the determining conditions, to be sure We know, for
example, that the coin will not stay suspended 1n midair This pos-
sibility 1s ruled out by the law of falling bodies When I say, there-
fore, that the possible states of a comn are independent of the laws
of nature, I take this proposition to be compatible with the ad-
mission that the possible states of a coin aie partially determined
by the known laws of natuie The possible throws with a coin are,
then, determined a priory, subject to the following conditions: (1)
‘Whenever a coin 1s tossed 1t w1ll come down on the table (2) When-
ever a coin 1s tossed 1t will nol come down on 1ts edge The second
condition 1s presupposed, and we assign equal probabilities to the
two possibilities which then remain, in order to bring these prob-
abilities into accord with the actually observed frequencies

It remains to discuss the general conviction that certam possi-
bilities must be ruled out as spurious because they are preclunded
by natural laws, although our 1gnorance of these laws does not per-
mit us to assert with absolute assurance that they are spurious.
Nature, we observe, acts 1n a umform manner; certain sequences
of events and correlations of characters are constantly repeated.
Thus we reach the convietion that these regularities result from
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the operation of laws A man’s legs, for example, grow until they
reach the length of three or four feet, his nose does not attain that
length Hence, we begin to suspect that there are biological laws
which eontrol the respective lengths to which his nose and legs can
grow This 1s of course the famihar argument for determimsm It
must not be eonfused with the naive contention that a man with a
nose three feet long 1s an mpossibility because such men have
never been observed to occur The present argument 1s much more
subtle Its contention 1s as follows If the regularities that are
found 1n nature are not determined by laws then there 1s no ex-
planation for them There 1s no reason, then, why a man’s nose
should cease growing after 1ts length has reached a certain himit
The fact that 1t invariably does so must be aseribed to chance And
1f the length of men’s noses 1s deternuned by chance. then why do
they not sometimes grow to the length of three feel > Since they do
not, the regularities we have observed 1n nature must be the expres-
sion of laws If so, there are possibilities which are meompatible
with these laws and are theiefore spurious

This does not mean that a genuine possibilitity must also be
actual The “merely” possible 15 sometimes condemned by the
following dialectical argument If the possible 1s not somewhere at
some time also actual, then that fact demonstrates 1t to be 1mpos-
sible Every possible therefoie must be actnal Taken 1n connection
with the defimition of the mmpossible as that which 1s incompatible
with the laws of nature, this argument presumably makes the fol-
lowing contention If an alleged possible 18 not actnal at some time
1 some place, that 1s because the alleged possible 1s really mneom-
patible with the laws of nature An analogous objection to possibles
takes the following form On the supposition that determinism 1s
true a superscientist who knows all the laws of nature would be
able to predict every event in nature For him there would be a dis-
tinetion between the actnal and the impossible, but none between
the actual and the possible Every alleged possible must either be
identical with some event in nature, and therefore actual, or with
an impossibility, that 1s, with a spurious possibility excluded by
the laws of nature

Both of these arguments are fallacious The laws of nature do
not assert that there i1s anything actual, they express the condi-
t10ms to which anything that 1s to qualify as an actuality must con-
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form Thus thelaw of falling bodzes asserts that the suceessive posi-
tions of a falling body are determined by the formula s =1/2¢#?,
but it does not say that there are any falling bodies In other words,
a law of nature 1s a hypothetical proposition Anything that can
be subsumed under the hypothesis can also be subsumed under the
thesis In general a causal law 1s an expression 1 which certain
variables z, 7,2,  are determined as functions of other variables
t,u, v, w, . Butin order to use such a formula for making predic-
tions I have to give values to some of these variables These values
are obtained from observations of the actual world

Causal laws must be distinguished from the principle of cau-
sality The prineiple of causality asserts that every event 1s com-
pletely determined This assertion has the following meaning A
superscientist who knew all the laws of nature and the state of the
universe at a given moment, would theoretically be able to prediet
the state of the universe for any other moment past or future The
prediction of events, then, requires the satisfaction of two condi-
tions (1) It 1equires causal laws (2) It requires the observation
of constants which can be substituted in these laws Let us call
these constants the mitial conditions The laws then determine
merely what can happen, the possible happemings 1n the world
They and the 1nitial conditions determine what does happen The
mitial conditions are detetmined by what the actnal world con-
tains DBut we could also determine them ourselves The laws of
nature, then, plus the mmtial conditions as determined by us de-
termine a hypothetical world. a possible world The laws of nature
are the invariant structure of the different possible woilds that can
be obtained by varying the imitial conditions Whenever we raise
questions about possibilities that are contrary to fact, we have this
concept of possible worlds 1n mmd For example, 1f the distribu-
tion of matter were different from what 1n faet 1t 1s, the past his-
tory of the world would have been and 1ts future history would be
different from what 1n fact 1t has been and will be

‘We are now ready to answer the arguments that were introduced
a while ago Whatever does not contradict the laws of nature 1s
possible In order that A be possible, therefore, A need never oceur.
‘Whether or not A will occur 1n the actual world, is determined by
the mitial conditions Let us suppose that these are such that A
never does occur Tlus fact 18 quite irrelevant to the question of
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whether A 1s possible or not. If A is possible, if A does not eontra-
dict the laws of natuie, 1t 15 also possible to excogitate a hypo-
thetical world in which A does occur That 1s to say, the imitial
conditions can be chosen 1n such a way that A 15 predietable in a
hypothetical woild the structure of which 1s determined by the
laws of nature In other words, 1f A satisfies the general require-
ments for admission into the actual world, then A is possible The
fact that A does satisfy these requirements 1s not contradicted by
the further fact that A never occurs

The second argument depiives the terms “possible” and “impos-
sible” of all meaning Every possibility 1s relative to some general
condition The possibilities which we have just been considering
are relative to the laws of nature That A 1s possible relative to the
laws of natuie means. then, that A 1s one of the alternative speci-
fications of which the laws of nature are capable That A 1s a pos-
sible move 1n chess means, for example, that A 1s one of the alter-
native ways i which the rules of chess may be specified Similarly,
by giving alternative values to the variables 1n a law we get the
alternative possihnlities which are compatible with the law Hence,
when a condition becomes completely specifie, we can no longer ask
significantly how this condition can he determined further, and
theiefore, whether there aie alternative possibilities with respect
to this condition I ean speak of possible moves with the kmight 1f
the rules of chess make provision for alteznative moves with that
prece But obviously I could not speak of possible moves 1f the rules
of the game should prescribe what moves must be made and in
what order they shall be made Whenever a rule becomes manda-
tory, there are no alternatives and the coneept of possibility loses
1ts significance Siumilarly, then, 1f determimsm be true, the laws of
nature plus the mitial conditions are incapable of any further spe-
cification The laws and the 1nitial eonditions prescribe, so to speak,
what the contents of the world shall be There are no alternatives
to the actual world and therefore no possibilities.

In order to find the laws of nature we depend on the observation
of regularities It sometimes happens, however, that what we took
to be a regularity turns out not to be one. In such a dilemma we
help ourselves by attempting to find subsidiary regularities in the
observed regularities and irregularities Hence, an observed regu-
larity may bhe the expression of a natural law and again 1t may not
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‘Where we find ouiselves unahle to distingush between spurious
and genuine possibilities on the basis of ou1 knowledge of the laws
of nature, the regularities we have observed nevertheless constitute
astrong ground for making that distinetion But they never consti-
tute a decisive proof that a given possibility is spurious. We have
too often found that what we declared to be 1mpossible had no
difficulty in becoming actual
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possibilities * There are possibilities of possibilities of possi-
bilities passing down through various layers until an actual
state of affairs 1s reached So viewed, the actual is simply the limit-
ing layer at one extreme of a succession of layers of possibilities
But 1t 15 unique 1n that 1t 1s the one stratum of possibilities where
no alternatives are possible In all the other strata alternatives are
defined, and the higher and more inclusive the stratum, the wider
the range of possible alternatives In other words, all the higher
strata of possibilities are determinables of various degrees of de-
terminateness, the actual 1s the ultimate determinate
A situation 1s indicated here of gieat value toward a preliminary
demarcation of the general field of possibility, and such a demarea-
tion I think we should always attempt to make, before approaching
any precise definition of a philosophie concept But the situation,
as exposed 1 the preceding paragraph, leads into a serious am-
biguity For in a manner which I think I can make clear presently,
the actual 1s 1 greater opposition to the possible than 1s the im-
possible Or, to state the matter the other way round, there is a set
of econnotations such that the 1mpossible 1s more possible than the
actual For, according to that set of connotations, the actual 1s not
even possible, 1t 1s The actual 1s neither possible nor impossible.
It 15 not 1n any way hypothetical, 1t 1s categorical Itis.
To straighten out this tangle of paradoxes, I am going fo suggest
a new term, which will envelop the three terms that so easily juggle
themselves 1nto one another’s positions. I will suggest the term
“specifiable ” In place of the hierarchy of possibilities suggested
by Professor Lenzen, I therefore offer a hierarchy of specifiables.
The lowest level of this hierarchy 1s the actual All the other levels

1 Present volume, p 57

PROFESSOR LENZEN has directed attention to a stratification of
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are possibilities The difference between actual and possible can
now be made out A possibility is a specifiable that admats of alter-
natives, an actuahty 1s a specifiable that does not admit of alter-
natives The hierarchy of specifiables 1s simply the conception of
alternatives having progressively a wider and wider range of ap-
plication In actuality, which 1s the lowest level of the hierarchy,
specification 1s so great that no alternatives whatever are admitted.
As the degree of specification 1s relaxed, the range of alternatives
mereases, and this range of alternatives 1s what we regard as ithe
possibilities for any particular degice of speecification The speci-
fications may be made less and less determinate to the theoretical
pomnt where no specifications ai1c made whatever At this pomnt the
range of alternatives reaches 1ts maximum, and we can say that
literally anything 1s possible Let us call this highest level of speci-
fiables by an ancient and not inappropriate name, the apeiron

It 1s evident that the highest and lowest levels of specifiables,
that 1s, the apeiron and the actual, have unique properties distin-
guishing them from each other and fiom all the intermediate
levels In all the intermediate levels where definite conditions are
specified, a field of possibilities consistent with the eonditions 1s
marked out, and a complementary fleld of impossibilities 1mcon-
sistent with the conditions But in the apeiron there are no mmpos-
sibilities, and 1n the actual there are no possibilities These proper-
ties follow immediately from the fact that the apeiron has no con-
ditions, and the actual has nothing but 1ts conditions

Another way 1n which these two polar specifiables are distin-
gmshed from the intermediate levels 15 1n our manner of knowing
them Both are unknown except by extrapolation from the inter-
mediate levels This must he obvious enough so far as concerns the
apeiron A state 1n which no conditions are discerned—no mem-
ories, no anticipations, no pressures or compulsions—is a state hu-
manly unthinkable except in terms of a progressive relaxation of
conditions to a limit at which no conditions are conceived We first
mnagine some set of conditions and then 1magine these conditions
or any other conditions negated We 1magine the apeiron, in other
words, only by conceiving an opposite and then hypothecating
the negation of that opposite It differs from mnothing simply by
being absclutely anything Even the postulates of chance would
not hold here, for these are definite conditions however general
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But the statement that the actual 1s also known only by extrap-
olation from intermediate levels of specificables 18 not likely to
gain such ready acceptance Surely, 1t will be declared, any 1mme-
diate experience as 1t 1s Iived 1n, or lived through, 1s an experience
of the actual It may be an experience of the actual, I admit, but 1t
has never been shown (and I suspect never will be shown) to be
any sense whatever a knowing of 1t—not even when knowing 1s in-
terpreted as awareness, or 1mmediacy, or knowledge of acquaint-
ance of, or “having ” All these interpretations of the knowledge of
the actual are snterpretations referred to the actual from certain
metaphysical hypotheses These interpretations are possible ways
1 which the actual may be known And the very fact that there are
several appaiently equally possible mnterpretations of the way in
which the actual may be known, 1s itself sufficient evidence that
the actual 1s not known except by some mode of reference from a
set of possible conditions I am not playing on the too-well-known
ambigwties of the word “knowledge " Let “knowledge” mean any-
thing you please I guarantee to show you, that, whatever you
define “knowledge of the actual” to mean, you will be dragging into
your definition a set of conditions such that the most you ean legit-
1mmately assert 1s that the nature of the actual might be such and
such, not that it 1s Our knowledge of the actual 1s entirely hypo-
thetical We approach 1t through hypotheses which are levels of
possibility Those hypotheses which give us the elosest approach to
the actual are, I believe, those few relatively adequate metaphys-
1cal hypotheses which have been maturing in the last three mil-
leniums of our culture We do not know the actual except as an ex-
tension from our knowledge of possibilities

Yet, of course, most of us believe that possibilities rest upon
actualities DMost of us believe that the whole hierarchy of speci-
fiables 1s suppoited on 1ts lowest level Just as the determinable,
color, could scarcely be given significance without reference to some
determinate hues, so most of us believe that the determinable, pos-
sibility, at any level of specifiables could scarcely be given signifi-
cance without reference to determinate actualities But with re-
speet to specifiables, this is a matter of sheer belief, however ade-
quately justified There 1s no contradiction between this behef and
the judgment that the actual is known by reference only The be-
Lief that the possible rests upon the actual is itself hypothetical
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and analogical It is barely possible that the actual does not exist,
just as the apeiron undoubtedly does not exist It 1s possible that
the lowest level of specifiables, which has ontological status, 1s not
a level of complete specification exeluding all altexnatives In fine,
1t 15 possible that the universe never achieves actuality in the sense
defined but only a level of some, presumably rather high, degree of
specification, and that in this level numerous alternatives intrin-
sically abide 2

The foregoing parag:aphs may be regarded as a preface to what
follows, which I shall make as short as I can From what has been
said, 1t 1s clear that a theory of possibility 1s itself a possibility of
the second degree at least It 1s at the very least a theoretical pos-
sibility of the natuie of possibility It states what possibility would
consist of acecording to a certain possible hypothesis. We naturally
take our hypothesis as close to actuality as we can, for we are not
interested 1n some wild o1 faneiful theory, we wish to obtain as
adequate an account as we can We consequently turn to some rela-
tively adequate metaphy sical hypothesis for the theoretical frame-
work of our description Incidentally, 1t might he noticed that, con-
trary to a popular notion, a metaphysical hypothesis, far from
being abstract, 1s one of the most concrete of specifiables One 1s
never so close to actuality (1f there 1s such a thing) as when one 1s
in the arms of a relatively adequate metaphysies

There are several relatively adequate metaphysical theories to
which we might turn Each one 1s an alternative conception of na-
ture That fact, as I have said, 1s exactly what makes the deserip-
tions of every one of these conceptions only possibilities At the
moment, I happen to be particularly interested 1n a type of theory
which I have called contextualism—a type represented by Dewey
and Mead and hv some others equally well known, and by a num-
ber of the men who have written papers for this present volume
I shall try, then, to sketch a contextualistic theory of possibility
And 1n order to bring the discussion more definitely to a focus, 1
shall for the most part restrict my illustrations to the possibilities
of time The possibilities of time wall be regarded as typical of the
possibilities of anything else 1n confextualism

2 For a fuller treatment of the situation to which the preceding paragraphs

allude, sce m3 article, “Middle-Sized Facts,” Unw Calyf Publ Philos, XIV
(1931), 328
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I must assume famiharity on your part with the general catego-
ries of contextualism It 1s the theory that takes for its root meta-
phor the textured event, with its richly qualitied strands fading
nto a past that dies and guiding the changing pattern of a present
duration into a future that dawns The event through 1its texture
extends sidewise 1n 1ts present duration into neighboring contexts
which are themselves textures extiending into still other contexts.
And the texture of each event 1s internally analyzable into strands,
which have individual tensions and references into other textures
This 1s the basic coneeptual equipment of contextualism

As a contextualist for the moment, I mnvite you to intuit what
these somewhat metaphorical terms refer to 1n what we are ae-
customed to call the facts of ou1 experience, and as I describe one
or another aspect of the world i these terms I request you to seek
ihe concrete referent of the description 1 your own life A con-
textualist does not offer proof in the ordinary sense of the word
for his interpretations, he merely attempts to pomnt out, denote,
certamn ways 1in which things go If other persons can follow him
smoothly, that 1s all he pretends to give 1n the way of justification
of lus theory That 1s all, he believes, that any man ever does sue-
ceed 1n grving 1n the way of justification of anything intellectual.
If an expositor and his companion differ about the rightness of
some path that 1s being pointed out, the expositor will take some
other path or set of paths which hoth he and his companion agree
are feasible, and will try to show that these other paths lead back
after all to the path on which they started, or better, he will show
his ecompanion that the path originally pointed out does lead after
all to a destination regarding which they had previously agreed

Now, the point of departure for a contextualist 1s always the
texture of his own duration block This for him 1s ultimate ae-
tuality This, 1n Dewey’s term, 1s what he “has ” In the “having”
of 1t, 1t 1s what 1t 1s But, of course, 1t 15 fugitive It 1s constantly
fading into the past and g1owing nto the future, In any individual
duration block or specious present, the past that has entirely faded
18 not actual, nor 1s the future that has not yet dawned. Actuality
18 limaited to the specific qualitied texture of the present duration
block I shall return tothe nonactuality of the past and the futurein
more detail presently Butright now let uskeep our eye on actuality.

‘We see where actuality stops for an individual texture at its past



184 Unwersity of Califorma Publications i Philosophy

and at 1ts future How far does 1t extend sidewise 1into 1ts context?
One must notice that thet e 18 no clear line of demarcation between
a given texture and another texture in the given texture’s environ-
ment The context of a texture 1s 1ts environment, and 1ts environ-
ment consists of other textures with their own individualities It 1s
strands of a given textuie passing into other textures that give to
these other textures the status of being the environment or context
of the given texture The character of a given {exture 1s further-
moie 1 part determined by the character of the environing tex-
tures that is to say, by 1ts context The reason for this 1s that
strands are possessed 1n common by intercommunicating textures
There 1s no evidence for such a thing as an 1solated texture Tex-
tures oceur 1n contexts and the character of a texture 1s constituted
very largely by its context It follows that the actuality of a given
texture guarantees the actuality of its context, for, if the context
1snot actual, neither 1s the given texture, since most of 1ts character
results from 1ts context From the actuality of given texture, then,
we derive the guaranty of the actuality of the textures of its en-
vironment This 1s direetly given on reflection about the primary
nature of any example of immed:iacy 1n contextualism

If now we reflectively sluft our perspective from the center of
the given texture from which we started to one of this texture’s
environing textures, we shall see that the context of this second
texture includes textures which were not part of the context of the
original texture It 1s hike shifting one’s pomnt of ohservation from
one hilltop to a neighboring hlltop Both hills are in view of each
other, and a large part of the landscape that can be seen from one
hilltop can be seen 1n a differ ent perspective from the other hilltop,
but from each hilltop there will be abjects visible which were not
visible from the other In this manner we can pass from hilltop to
hilltop and sooner or later we come to a hill from which our orig-
inal hill 1s invisible, and still later we come to a hill from which
nothing that was in the visible environment of the first hill is to be
seen We do not, however, believe that the hill from which we
started has ceased to exist simply because we no longer see it nor
anything that was seen from 1t 'We realize that the only reason we
no longer see 1t, 1s that 1t 1s out of sight We can plainly see a hill
{rom the top of which we remember seeing a hill from the top of
which the first hill was planly visible
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It 1s somewhat after this manner that we reflectively gamn our
guaranty of the extent of actuality in a present duration A given
texture 1s of course actual by direet immediacy The textures -
corporated in the environment of the given texture are guaranteed
actuality by direct :mmediacy plus the reflection that these tex-
tures must have their environments just as the given texture at
which one happens to be has 1ts environment The textures in the
environment of the textures which are in the environment of the
first g1ven texture, are guaranteed actuality by the reflection that
these textures differ from the textures found in the original girven
mmmediacy only by the fact that they lie outside the range of 1m-
mediacy of the given original texture By making use of this pro-
cess of extending actuality through contexts, reflection can now
define the range of actuality for contextualism Actuality consists
of all the textures that are either dnectly or indirectly 1n the en-
vironment of a given texture By being indirectly 1n the environ-
ment of a texture, 1s meant that a texture 1s in the environment of
a texture which 1s 1n the environment of a texture  and so on till
we come to a texture that 1s i the direct environment of the given
texture

This definition assumes that there are no isolated textures or
isolated webs of textures There 1s, however, nothing in contextual-
1sm to make 1t 1mpossible that there might not be such enfirely
separate comets or even solar systems of actuality A more ex-
tended definition of actuality can easily be framed to include these
This can be done by noticing that the textures defined by the pre-
vious definitions all fall within the boundaries of present duration.
The funetion of our first defimtion was to indicate that there was
an extensive sidewise range of actuality within present duration.
Not only does a given texture fall within a present duration, but
also all other textures which are directly or mdirectly in the given
texture’s environment Now extend this coneept of present dura-
tion beyond every environmental connection with a given texture,
and any texture connected or unconnected with any given texture
may be concerved as actual provided 1t falls within the boundaries
of present duration In short, according to this more extended
definition, anything 1s actual which falls wathin present duration.

It 1s important to notice, however, that this concept of present
duration has no content except as an expanston from the intuition
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of a characteristic of a given rmmediate texture—an expansion
over the web of all textures 1n this texture’s direct or mdirect en-
vironment, and thence at large into whatever may be beyond any
traceable environment of a given texture Isolated textures and
1solated webs of textures Iying outside the particular web of tex-
tures, 1n which we, who are communicating with one another, hap-
pen to be caught, are as much speculative entities as Spinoza’s n-
finite attributes We know nothing of them, and 1t 1s inconcervable
that we should For all practical purposes our first definition of
actuality 1s sufficient

By now, someone will be wondermng why the method of extend-
ing actuality through contexts, which we have just used to define
actuality sidewise in present duration, should not be equally ap-
plicable to the extension lengthwise of actuality into past and
future Isnot a futluie texture also one that 1s simply out of sight ?
Is not that texture also connected with a given immediate texture
by a succession of interconnecting textures” And 1s not the same
true of past textures? Are not past and future textures, therefore,
as actual as the vast range of present duration recently defined ?

Contextualists generally answei, No though Professor Adams?®
partially dissents Contiextualists generally assert that present
duration alone 1s actual, that the future 1s possible, and that the
past, except as a phase of the futwe, 1s nothing Paradoxical as
these judgments sound, they are so close to the truth as the con-
textualist sees the truth that it 1s wise to keep them contiually mn
mind 1n all their shai pness however much a closer scrutiny of the
conditions 1mnvolved leads to a softening of them It 1s, I think, a
softening of these judgments without an outright denying of them,
that Professor Adams has suggested

Let us look at the conditions pertinent to this situation in any
given texture Suppose we take as an example the present appre-
hension of a short sentence, and suppose we choose for that sen-
tence one the content of which bears directly on our problem I
select a sentence from William James “The feeling of the thunder
1s also a feeling of the silence as just gone.”

There are undoubtedly many persons here who can apprehend
this sentence read at ordinary speed as wholly within one present

3 Present volume, pp 6 ff
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duration The first few words are st1ll sensuously vibrating when
the last word 1sheard Itis very easy, however, to read the sentence
so slowly that the first phrase has definitely faded into ihe past
before the last word comes The sentence nevertheless does not lose
1ts meaning Consider the sentence read slowly 1n this way It will
then have 1ts past outside a present duration, and, as 1t 1s read
word by word, a future also outside the present duration, and at 1ts
completion a total meaning Ilere 1s a little contextualistic model
of actuality with the paradoxes of past and future attached right
to 1t What ean we find 1 1t to our purpose?

‘We find, first, a definite thickness of present duration We take
1n a number of words 1 a given act of apprehension, and every one
of these words 1s actually there, though 1n a definite order of sue-
cession In the phrase, “the feeling of the thunder,” it would be
ridiculous to say that the word “feeling” had no actuality when the
word “thunder” was uttered Both words are equally prominent m
mmediacy We do expect the word “feeling” to go 1nto the outer
past sooner than the word, “thunder,” but as long as both are sen-
suously present in the duration block they are equally actual.
There 1s no question about the full actuality of anything within the
duration block

But what about the words yet unsaid? Within the duration
block, at any tune before the sentence 1s completed, there are strong
forward-leading tensions These are as actual, though not so easily
demonstrable, as the substantial words Stop the sentence, say, at
“A feeling of thunderisalsoa ” The tension 1s intense A strand
of the texture 1s pulling hard out mnto the future, and 1t 1s a pull
1 a fairly defimite direction It 1s Just like the sidewse pulls out
through present duration, such, for example, as those now making
up what we call the connotation of “thunder”—just Iike them ex-
cept 1n one 1mportant respect that this particular strand may not
get attached to anything Indeed, 1t did not I left it dangling
on purpose. The sentence never got completed, and never will.
Furthermore, 1t will always be a problem how I might have com-
pleted 1t Perhaps I was going to say “A feeling of thunder 1s also
a dreadful sensation ” How can anyone know what I was going to
say, or, 1n other words, how that texture was going to complete
itself ? Only alternatives can be offered In other words, the future
of that sentence was only a possibility I{ wasnot an actuality. And
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that 1s always true of any future event, no matter how fully
reasoned out our predictions may be The sun may not come up
tomorrow morning We siumply have no good reason to think that
1t won't, and many good reasons to think that 1t will. But still it
may not come up, and that bare possibility which attaches to any-
thing econeerved as ahead of a present duration makes everything
out there possible only

But some of these possibilities are so closely connected with the
present context of a texture, especially when the present duration
is just opening to recerve them, that they are searcely distingmish-
able from actualities A tennis ball 1s served off a racket from an
opposite court It speeds toward me Before 1t passes over the net,
there are several things I might do As 1t 1s about to bounce, I have
so moved that there aire only a few things I might do Asit bounces
and I am swimging for it, there are only two or three little things
that I might do, or that the ball might do As 1t comes up toward
my racket, and my racket closes down onit, and there 1s only a dis-
tance of 1nches hetween the two the coming event seems mevitable;
it 18 as good as actual The strands of the context are convergng
to a closure and to the completion of a texture And yet at that
very moment how many improbable things might happen! The
future 1s never mevitable except in some speculative fairyland,
says the contextualist For all facts are like James’s sentence, or a
ball flving toward a racket, and the facts of a laboratory are in no
way different i principle The future 1s possible only That, I
think, must he accepted, and yet just beyond the bounds of the
present the future is so nearly determined by the converging
strands of the textures of the present that a sharp line here be-
tween actual and possible belies our mtuition The strands of pres-
ent texture which are tendencies moving directly under our eyes
in 1mmediate duration are possibilities 1n actuality, or actual po-
tentialities So much of possibility do these actual tendencies con-
tain that they can be aceurately deseribed only m terms of future
ends This condition 1s as important to notice as the other one, that,
strietly spealang, the future s possible only. The future is pos-
sibly only, yet the actual present, to use Professor Loewenberg’s
figure, foreshadows the future This shadow 1s the :mminence of
the convergence of multifarious actual tendencies The present 1s
along wave about to break into the future, 1t breaks; and then, with
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a new Intricate pattern of foam, hangs over the next future It is
this imminence and trend that makes prediction as rehable as 1t 1s,
and gives continmity to nature To say that the future 1s only pos-
sible without qualifications, 1s to coneeal this continuity of nature
The 1mmediate future 1s a thick, highly conditional possibility. It
1s possibility qualified by all the trends of present actuality This
qualification, however, thins out 1apidly the farther we look 1nto
the future

And now of the past That, we shall find, 1s also a thick possi-
bility It has an advantage over the future i having been actual
The future can never make that claim But 1t 1s at a disadvantage
with the future 1n that all verificatory references are directed into
the future The future can therefoire smile at the proud claims and
imagmed security of the past so far as the past bases these claims
only on having actually been These claims can never be verified ex-
cept 1n the future The substance of the past, so far as 1t is ever
guestioned, lies wholly in the future The future can therefore well
maintain that there 1s no past except as a certain peculiar phase
of the future

This way of econcerving the past has, m fact, been the customary
way for contextnalists They have mamtained that the past liter-
ally is not, or at least that there 1s no evidence for 1t They have
maintamed that there are no conditions to define 1ts possibility
‘When an event ceases, 1t 15 no longer actual All that is left are cer-
tain actual things 1n the preseni which we call signs of the past
But to call them signs of the past 1s a misnomer, for they turn out
to he signs of the future Suppose I find a circle of ashes and a pile
of tm cans 1 the high Sierra and within the hollow of a tree a tat-
tered Colliers’ dated July, 1931 I say these are obviously signs
that somebody camped 1n this spot in the summer of ’31 But sup-
pose my statement 1s questioned, how do I verify it? Only by cer-
tain acts du ecied nto the future And when the statement is finally
verified, where will 1t be actually verified f In some actual duration
now only a possibility in the future There seem to be no conditions
determining anything but the present and the future For this
reason, econtextualists, as I said, commonly deny the past except in
the form of a peculiar sort of future possibility

This extreme position seems to me not wholly justifiable even on
strictly contextualistic grounds In the first place, the most a con-



190 Unwersity of Califorma Publications wn Philosophy

textualist 1s justified n saying about the past 1s that there 1s no
evidence for 1t ITe implies, however, that the past is 1mpossible
There 18 a great difference hetween these two statements More-
over, these two statements are often confused by contextualists
with a third statement, namely, that the past 1s not actual. The
three statements are very different from one another That the past
15 not, that on contextualistic grounds it 1s not actual, there can be
no question What 1s actual 1s present duration, and the past, fall-
g outside of present duration exactly as the future does, cannot
be actual We must take that as settled But that fact does not ex-
clude the possibility of the past

Sumilarly, the faet that there 1s no evidence for the past (1f that
1s true) also does not exclude the possibility of the past When
there is no evidence for a possibility, the possibility 1s very thin, to
be sure But within a given set of conditions anything 1s a possi-
bility which 15 found not to be 1nconsistent with those conditions
There 1s nothing that I can see about the coneeption of a past that
1S mconsistent with contextualistic categories On this score the
status of the past 1s analogous to that of isolated textures An
1solated texture we found to be a possible actuality for contextual-
1sm, and what makes such a textue 1solated 1s precisely the fact
that from our patticular web of textuie theire is no evidence for 1t
Now, a past texture cannot be a contextualistic actuality, but 1t can
have been such an actuality Even 1f the present systematically
cuts off all evidence of the past, 1t does not thereby cut off the pos-
sibihity of the past Does some contextualist ohjeet that this argn-
ment 1s question begging, 1n that 1t assumes the past in asserting
1ts possibility ? T merely answer that the future which we always
admit to be a possibility 1s 1n a parallel condition with the past so
far as general possibility 1s conceined Ie cannot maintain that an
1solated present texture 1s :impossible Can he, then, mantain that
an 1solated future texture 1s impossible ? Yet that 1solated future
texture for which there 1s no evidence 1s not actual. Is there any
difference between asserting the possibility of an isolated future
texture and asserting the possibility of an isolated past texture?

If now some contextualist asserts that this issue 1s meaningless
for contextualism by the very nature of this theory’s theory of
meaning, which 1mplies strands of connection, I must agree on the
basis of such material as we have brought to the problem up to this
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pomnt Dut this statement signifies only that we have reached the
point where new material must be brought in On the basis of con-
siderations which will occupy the remainder of this paper, I think
1t will be seen that the distinetions just urged are not meaningless

So far, I have been arguing that a contextualist cannot con-
sistently deny the impossibility of a past Now I wish to suggest
that on contextualistic grounds there 1s definite evidence for the
possibility of the past I shall try to show, moreover, that this evi-
dence 1s exactly the same as that for the possibility of the future,
but viewed other end to Let me remind you of the econtent of that
sentence I quoted from James, “The feeling of the thunder is also
a feeling of the silence as just gone ” It 1s not just thunder It s
thunder connected with silence A strand of texture joins the
silence with the thunder The quality of the total texture depends
upon the contrasting strands and the connecting strand of con-
trast The movement in the duration block 1s of ecourse forward to-
ward the future But how can movement 1n a present duration be
toward the future unless 1t 1s also away from the past? And 1n the
1llustration the sense of pastness, “of the silence as just gone,” is
perhaps even more vivid than that of future as just coming

Contextualists have had a tendency to forget that a terminus a
quo 1s as essential to the movement of strands in present duration
as a terminus ad quem They msist upon a continmty and by a
strange trick of attention omit to notice what makes that conti-
nuity continue The back of a strand 1s as intimately involved 1n 1ts
movement as the front

Let me explamn this parallelism between the past and the future
by means of the same 1llustrations as I employed to exhmbt the
thick possibility of the mmmediate future I wish to show that the
mmmediate past has just as thick a possibility as the immediate
future I am of course referring to the past that lies just outside
the rear of the duration block

Consider James’s sentence read slowly. “The feeling of thunder
is also a feeling of the. ” Now at this point I seem to find that my
duration block has this thickness ... of thunder is also a feeling
of the  ” The second “feeling” seems to have dropped the first
“feeling” out Iheld on to the first “feeling” until the second “feel-
ing” came, and then the first “feeling” seems to have been let go
jJust because, strangely enough, the two words are so mtimately
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connected The first “feeling” 1s now past It 1s no longer actual
But what I think you cannot fail to notice 1s, that the rear ends of
the strands of the sentence dangle over that past just as the for-
ward ends like tendrils reach toward the future And these dan-
gling ends, I say, still vibrating with the breath of an actuality
just gone by, are as good evidence for that immediate past as for-
ward-reaching ends are for the immedate future

Furthermore, just as there i1s an intricate convergence of strands
upon the futuie more and more definitely guaranteeing that fu-
ture as the present duration moves on, so there 1s an equally in-
tricate backward convergence of strands defimitely gunaranteeing
the past For consider the tennis ball from the end of the server,
not as before from the end of the receiver When the ball strikes
the server’s racket, hus hutting the ball 1s an actuality It is still an
actuality as the ball 1s spceding forward on his side of the net
That 15 of comrse Iiterally so in contextualistic terms The fact of
the server’s hitting the ball and the perception of the ball in the
air s1x feet from the server's racket arve bhoth actual though not
simultaneous facts 1n present duration Both these facts lie within
the duration block They are therefore equally actual As the ball
approaches the net, the server's stroke recedes in the duration
block, and soon fades into the past But at the moment of 1ts fad-
g there 1s scarcely a possihility that the speeding ball was not
served from the server’s 1acket The act of serviee, to be sure, 18
now past It 1s outside the actuality of the duration block But a
whole reticulation of strands diverge from (or, conceived back-
wards. conveige to) that act Not only does the path of the speed-
ing ball dangle just this side of that act, but also a whole series of
movements exeeuted by the server, and many less obvious but
equally actual series of movements executed by all the onlookers at
the game also dangle just 1n front of that act The whole texture
and context of that play converge toward the probabhility that the
present speeding ball was propelled by an act of the server. Of
course, the improbable 15 possible here, yust as the improbable
might have happened when the ball was six mches from the racket
of the recerver The ball might be an emergent novelty that ap-
peared Just at the beginning of my present duration block But so
completely does the texture and econtext of the present situation
seem to generate from the server’s act of serving the ball, that that
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service, though undemiably past and not actual, 1s almost as defi-
nitely assuted as any section of the ball’s path now actual in pres-
ent duration In twenty minutes, or tomorrow, or next year, this
server’s action might 1easonably be doubted But now, with a whole
situation so obviously growing out of that act, no one but a philos-
opher would even entertain the conception of its dubitability.

Therefore I maintain that for a consistent contextualist the
status of the past and that of the future are exactly symmetrical
From the point of view of any present actuality, there 1s just as
much evidence for an immediate past event as for an immedate
future event, and this evidence thins out for a past event the
farther mnto the past we look, just as 1t thins out for a future event
the farther into the futuie we look The evidence for the imme-
diate past and future 15, I maintain, so great that to speak of these
as only possible, true though 1t be, 15 misleading Present actuality
1s generated right out of the immediate past, and the immediate fu-
ture 1s generated right out of the present The immediate past and
future are thick possibilities To lump together all the past and
all the future, however, as 1f any past or future event were as pos-
sible as any other, 1s, I believe, also misleading Thick possibility
that owes 1ts nature to the richness of actual present texture ex-
tends not very far mto datable past and future

I just said “datable past and future ” That brings us to another
phase of time Past, present, and future as a suceession of dates are
very different things from the present, future, and past that we
have been talking about up to the present moment The latter series
1s an actuality together with a direct extension forward or back-
ward of the actuality, the former series 1s a scheme The kind of
possibility defined by a scheme 1s very different from that defined
by an aetuality Schematie possibility 1s the kind of possibility
which science possesses, 1t 18 also history regarded as a record of
events Science, for a contextunalist, 15, n content, a collection of
schemes for the prediction of the future; history, a collection of
schemes for the ordering of the past. Both science and history
define possibilities How far they ever describe any actuality is
always problematic But their status mn actuality is that of being
schemes—being schematic textures

A calendar 1s an excellent example of snch a scheme. What is a
calendar and what kid of possibilities does 1t define? Here is one
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on my desk that has not yet found 1ts way into the wastebasket
My Iife insurance agent sent 1t to me as a New Year’s memento.
As an object on my desk, you see, 1t has many interesting strands
of suggestion nrelevant to the order of tune But we will dispense
with these, and turn our attention to the pattern of letters and
figures arranged 1n squares 1n a rectangle Even this pattern 1s not,
strictly speaking, the time scheme It enters into the time scheme
only when these lines and surfaces become symholic of something
more than lines and surfaces. and the letters as symbolie of some-
thing more than proper names, and the numbers as symbolie of
something more than 1the ordinal ser1ies 'We presently find that this
pattern which my msurance agent sent me 1s simply a stimulus to
lead me mto a texture of intricate articulation and wide extent.
The texture, 1n fact, turns out to he a social strneture, which mn
ways little understood reaches throughouat our epoch and stiffens
1t Or, to change the metaphor, the scheme 1s like a melody on the
air 'When I look mtelligently at my insurance agent’s memento
I tune m on that melody Milhions of other people are tuned in on
the same melody and our actions consequently develop a bearmmg
on one another which 1s definitely felt, difficult as 1t may be to
trace out precisely what that bearing s

But now we have pushed into the scheme too far to learn much
about 1t Let us retract our attention and direct 1t more closely
upon the pattern of figures on the desk And instead of just con-
templating the pattern, let us think of something to do with 1t A
friend mmvites me to dmner on Sunday, the thirtieth of Aprl I
have his note before me and I turn to the calendar The first thing
I do 1s to find out where I am in that scheme Perhaps, being in
some doubt, I look for the mornimmg paper I find this dated Satur-
day the fifteenth of April Of ecourse, this date may be i error The
paper may not be this morning’s paper, but that of a week ago
This possibility may oceur to me and lead me to seek some cor-
roborative evidence for this paper’s being this morning’s paper.
Strangely enough, the thought does not oceur to me (except as a
philosopher here writing) that the paper may be that of a week
hence—hut I will not enlarge upon this second possibility ! Let us
assume that I become sufficiently convinced that this paper 1s this
mormng’s paper It 1s still possible that the date on the paper 1s
not correet But I dismiss this thought also It oceurs to me that
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the date of a newspaper 1s probably the one item of news 1n 1t that
can be reliably accepted I become convineced that today 1s indeed
the fifteenth of April

I look at the pattern of squares and figures which my life insur-
ance agent so considerately sent me and discover the number
fifteen mn the middle of the pattern It turns out to be, as the news-
paper said, a Saturday Well, that 1s where I am in the calendar.
I am, metaphorically speaking, in the middle of that pattern

Now what do I do? I look to see whether the date mentioned
1 the note of invitation lies above or below the date at which I
metaphorically am 1n the pattern hefore me Why do I do that?
Because the pattern suggests to me a 1ule to the effect that I can-
not now make preparations for actions to take place at dates pre-
vious to a date in a calendar pattern at which I find I metaphori-
cally am This rule and a few other analogous rules are in fact in-
volved 1n and are part of the texture of schematie time represented
by this pattern before me I do find that the thartieth of April lies
1n the pattern below the fifteenth of April The pattern then repre-
sents to me the possibility of acecepting my friend’s invitation It
represents much more It shows me that, barring other engage-
ments, there a1e fourteen other dates in April at whieh I could now
aceept an mvitation to dinner, and 1t shows me, other engagements
or not, that there are fourteen good dates imn April at which I could
not possibly now aceept any engagements to dinner, because these
dates lie prior m the calendar to the fifteenth of Aprl, at which
date I now metaphorically am ITad my {friend’s note mvited me to
dinner on the tlurteenth of Ap1il, I should now be compelled to
decline his kind invitation, and should surmise that the note had
been temporarily lost in the mail, or had stayed too long 1 my
friend’s pocket, or was sent as a practical joke, or had met some
other accident

The calendar acts as a tool by means of which I can infer whether
or not a purpose ¢an now be instituted which I can reasonably be-
lieve will lead me to the satisfaction of sitting with my friend at
dinner The calendar informs me that if I now institute such a
purpose, I may expeet my purpose to be consummated On the
basis of this nformation I write a note of aceeptance to my friend,
and perform some other acts of preparation such as noting down
the date 1n my pocket diary
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The function of schematic time 1n all this was to act as a tool to
mhibit or promote the present imitiation of a purpose, that 1s, of a
texture with strands leading out of present actuality and inten-
tionally not given satisfaction within the present duration block
Schematie time furthermore guides this purpose from date to date
On Monday the twenty-fourth I send a shirt to the laundry, on
Thursday the twenty-seventh I watch for its return; on Saturday
the twenty-ninth I get a hair cut—and so on The scheme not only
1itiates the purpose but also guides 1t and keeps 1t 1n order

But all the while, 1t must be realized, these so-called future dates
(as equally the so-called past dates) are mere possibilities They
have, indeed, with the development of physies and astronomy, be-
come very ntricate possibilities For the series of dates which
constrtutes schematic time 1s, as the little we have just seen of 1t
shows, much more than the series of o1 dinal numbers extended out
of the present Itinvolvesthe moon and the sun and the fixed stars
and becomes 1mplicated with gravitation, clocks, meter rods, and
suppositions of mmagmative scientists It 1s a scheme related to
many other schemes, or, we might say, 1t 1s one schematie peculiar-
1ty of a certan system of schemes This system of schemes gives
order to actuality as the wave of duration moves forward It gives
order to actuality through millions of details just as the calendar
gave order to the one detail of my acceptance of a dinner 1nvita-
tion But 1t must not he thought that these schemes, 1 any other
sense than that of their functional power, detetmine the structure
of actuality So far as they funetion 1n present duration, they are
certainly structural features of actuality They are actual textures
operating within the present duration block But there 1s no justi-
fication for believing that reality i any other way than that just
mentioned, corresponds to these schemes, or looks like the sensuous
models that we use to symbolize them These schemes are simply
complicated textures in present actunality, which we find particu-
larly reliable instruments for the prediction and organization of
future satisfactions. They give detailed definition to distant pos-
sibilities They have not the quality of almost mtuitive sureness
which attaches to the thick possibilities of immediate past and fu-
ture, but they more than make up for this deficiency by their
range of application Where the infantry of thick possibilities be-
comes thinly scattered, they lay down a heavy barrage of fire, and
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hold down an astomishingly wide extent of territory by the ac-
curacy of thewr guns Or perhaps 1t 15 not so much the accuracy of
the firing that makes the movement of the mmfantry into the future
50 secure, as the accuracy of the infaniry in moving forward under
the barrage The gunners could perhaps fire almost at random and
still make the future safe for the infantry, provided only that the
mfantry moved under the cover of the most concentrated fire. If is
barely possible that the gunners are firing at random!

However that may be, thick possibility and schematie possibility
are 1n a way complementary to each other. The one 1s like a miero-
scope, the other like a telescope Sometimes 1{ 18 hard to tell them
apart. But at a little separation they are easily distinguished The
one 1s simply life itself, or nature 1itself, growing or dying; the
other 1s rational speculation

In closing, I must remark once more that in the body of this
paper I have been discussing just one possible theory of possibility.
There are, I believe, three or four other equally adequate theories
of possibility There 15 one for subsistent realism, one for objective
1dealism, one for mechanism The theories of possibility generated
by these other relatively adequate types of philosophy are, so far as
I can judge, as adequate as the theory generated by contextualism.
I have here tried only to find out and deseribe what the nature of
possibility must be for a contextualist And for a contextualist I
find that possibility consists of all references that extend beyond a
present actuality. These references are of two sorts those that
reach :immediately forward and backward out of the texture of the
duration block, and those that reach far and wide from certain
peculiar textures, which I have called schemes.
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1. THE FIELD OF MEANING

stated by several of the writers in this volume, meluding
Professors Adams, Loewenberg, and Marhenke. Professor
Mackay has said that no analys:s of facts discloses possibihty Pos-
s1bility 18 not an attribute of the actual nor a relation between
actuals It 1s true that we, as thinkers, characterize the actual as
also possible, but this 1s only when we relate the actual to a wider
field of meanmng Consequently, 1t 1s necessary to characterize the
field of meaning, and especally the larger part of this field, namely,
the field of reference
There 1s direct experience There 1s focalized acquaintance with
parts of this experience, which parts are facts or data There 15 also
a deseriptive characterization of these facts, as when I say, “This
is green,” or “This 15 on that ”’ Such a description may be said to
be a meaning 1n the widest sense of meaning, although the deserip-
tion does not step beyond the facts Such deseriptions do not em-
ploy variables
Most of our thoughts, however, refer beyond themselves They
have objects, or at least objectives, and these objects or objectives
are meanmgs which constitute the field of reference They embrace
everything that we think about intelligently which hes beyond the
duration block They include, first, my past, second, my future,
third, other minds; fourth, the physical world; fifth, the super-
natural world (if any), and sixth, fictions Fictions include (a)
false propositions, whether believed, disbelieved, supposed, or
doubted; (b) questions which would be truly answered in the nega-
tive, (¢) commands never executed; (d) wishes unfulfilled; and
(e) downright fictitious things, such as Prince Genj1 and the mock
turtle In another paper I have explamed the nature of references

[201]

Possmxmw LIES WITHIN the field of meaning This has been
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beyond the duration block ! James’s and Dewey’s account of refer-
ence as restricted to the future 1s entirely 1nadequate The refer-
ence backward to the past 1s necessary on James's own theory,
since, according to him, we say at the end of the process of verifica-
tion, “This i1s what I meant ” There are also references to other
centers of expericnce, to an external world and to fictions, as
already mentioned I cannot enter here upon an extended deserip-
tion of objective reference, but certain statements are necessary

My first thests 1s There are simple references beyond the dura-
tion block When I abstract any relation or attribute, any predi-
cate m short. 1t would have no meaning without a reference to
“gome” further content, the reference of the variable In logical
terms, every abstract propositional function includes the variable
For example, “with” 15 a relation and 1t 15 the nature of a relation
to relate To think of any relation as a non-relating relation, as
Russell did 1n 1903 1n his Principles, 1s absurd If we abstract the
relation from 1ts specific terms we refer to “some’” terms We have
the thought of something “with” something, z, Rz, If we abstract
an attribute we have a reference to one term Loudness has no
meaning except as the loudness of something Such references as
these are simple references and since we abstract fiom facts we
can always find examples hy acquaintance or denotation

My second thesis 1s There 1s a genuine thought synthesis 1n
which we think of two attributes or relations combined on the same
variable Take a very simple illustration I may think not only
that something 1s round and that something 1s red but I may also
think that something 1s round and also red, that 1s, I may think
of a round red thing Now round red things are found 1n direct
experience, but there are syntheses of this sort that go beyond such
experience Take the illustration of a purple fish I can abstract
the spatial form of a fish from the visnal aspect of a goldfish in a
pool and the purple from the visual aspect of a petunia growing
beside the pool, and think of the combination of these two abstrae-
tions It 1s true that I may also form an image of & purple fish, but
thisimage 1s not a pereept In order to think of a perceptual purple
fish I must think of a combination of the content of the image with
the vividness abstracted from some actual percept Purple fishes

1“On the Nature of Objective Reference,” Jour Philos, XXIII (1926),
393407
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doubtless exist I remember having seen them 1n the aquarium but
I cannot now find them 1n my experience, I cannot now denote
them, they are objects of reference or meanimgs

My third thesis 1s There are references not only to things that
are, but also to things that are not I can think of a purple fish but
I can also think of a purple lotus 1n the sky So far as meanings are
concerned, man 1s the measure both of things that are and of things
that are not Some of these things are not now but were i the
past Others are not now but will be in the future Still others have
no being erther m time or out of 1t, 1n every sense they are not;
they are not things, 1f by a thing I mean anything that has being,
There are no mock turtles When I have the thought of a mock
turtle I do not have the thought of what 1s actually a being I can
only say, paraphrasing Mr G E DMoore,®> I have the thought of
that whieh, 1f 1t had being, would be a mock turtle I cannot say,
with Professor Lioewenberg, that possibles are actual in the divine
1mmagination The divine imagimation 1s only a reference to the
possible worlds which are not actual at all I cannot say, with Mr
Stroug, that the Mad Hatter 1s actual in Lewis Carroll’s story.
There 1s the written story of the Mad Hatter, there are the words,
Mad Hatter, there 1s the picture of the Mad Hatter, there 1s the
1mmage of the Mad Hatter (copied I hope, from the original pie-
ture), there 1s the thought of the Mad Hatter; but there 1s no Mad
Hatter The Mad Hatter 1s not a being, he 1s not actual, he does not
exist nor subsist, he 1s not real, the Mad Hatter 18 not a fact. It 18
the thought of him which 1s delightful, whimsical, and altogether
charming I eannot even say that the meaning 1s, there 1s only the
thought of the meaning—the reference to the meaning

No philosophy which does not admit of reference to things which
are not can possibly stand When Royce makes all objective refer-
ence consist of a relation of one part of the absolute to another
part, his theory 1s self-refuting. If there 1s any absolute, he must
think of things that are not, since I am a part of the absolute and
I think of things that are not.

We have not yet reached the meaning of possibility, since the
field of meaning contains both possibilities and impossibilities. If
we 1dentify possibility and meaning we must then distinguish, as

2 Philosophical Studies, pp 216 ff
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Profeswor Adams did. hetween genuine and spurious possibilities.
Spurious possibality is not genuine it is Pickwickian: it is impos-
sibility, the contradictory of posathibity My contention is only
verbal, but I think i1t conduces to clearness 1o nse the word possi-
bility with only one meaning I shall therefore use the words mean-
ingful or significant for the wider sense. and dichotomize the signi-
fieant into the possible and the 1mpossible. The significant is the
sphere in w hich the possible falls This sphere when it goes bevond
the actual, is a product of synthetie thought. If we do not restriet
the word imagination to the production of an 1mage, but useitnits
popular senke of creative thought, we may endorse the following:

“The gleam of an heroic act,
Such strange illuminatien—
The Possible’s slow fuse 18 It
By the imaginaticn *

I THE POSSIBLE AND THE IMPOSSIBLE

Historieally, the primary locus of the meaning of the possible
and the impossible is presumably the will The impossible 1s what is
willed but not effectuated. If an end is first willed and then
achieved, it is said that it was possible at the time it was willed. The
impossible, however, involves a confhict, a contradiction between
the purpose and the cutcome

Nevertheless, the meaning of the impossible has been generalized
to 1n¢lude all contradietions and I shall confine my discussion to
this generalized meaning Tuless the meaning can be stretched to
mclude other mcompatibles I shall define impossibility as contra-
diction Hence

My fourth thesis 18 Impossibility 15 contradiction. It has been
maintained by certamn philosophers that there 1s such a thing as
synthetic incompatibility Johnson? says,

1f any determinate adjective characterizes a given substantive, then it 18
imposmble that any other determinate under the same determinable should
characterize the same substantive; e.g., the proposition that “this surface
18 red” 13 1ncompatible with the proposition “this [same] surface is blue.”

Professor Lovejoy* says,
Iseem to myself to be unable to attach any consistent meaning to the state-

3 Logie, T, 181 4 The Revolt agawmst Dualem, p 139
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ment that one and the same surface not merely appears to different be-
holders to be, but actually 1s, both purple and green.

He adds, however,

Nevertheless, I am told by persons of logical acumen and praectice 1n intro-
spective diserimination that they find no difieulty whatever in thinking
of such mamultaneous dual or multiple coloring of an i1dentical surface, and
I feel bound to admit the possibihity that they do in fact achieve this, to
me, elusive feat

Professor Lovejoy seems to admit that the impossibility 18 an in-
consistency But Johnson does not state whether it is an incon-
sistency or not I wish to say, first, that 1f 1t 1s not mnconsistent I
have difficulty in grasping the meaning of its being logieally 1m-
possible Secondly, I am one of those who are unable to find any
incompatibility If instead of the determinable, eolor, we take the
determinable, taste, there 1s no meompatibility between deter-
minates, since the same sip of coffee may be both sweet and bitter.
If we take color, 1t seems to be only a matter of fact that a surface
cannot be both red and blue 1n the same experience There 1s a
great difference between a red-blue surface and a round square.
There 1s no contradiction 1n a curele mseribed in a square The con-
tradiction arises through the notion of one and only one boundary
and that boundary being both round and square, that 1s, both
round and not-round Now, 1f I presuppose that a surface has only
one color that color ecannot be both red and blue, but I do not need
to make any such presupposition The same surface may be red 1n
one perspective and blue 1n another, and 1t 18 not logieally 1mpos-
sible that there should be faiies who ecould perceive the two per-
spectives combined I shall contmmue to limit all impossibilities to
contradictions

It has been denied that impossibilities fall within the range of
significance The answer to this has heen elucidated by Professor
Marhenke’s admirable, as well as tunely, analysis Nevertheless, 1t
might be maintamned against him that each of two incompatible
propositions has a meaning, but that there is no meaning when we
try to put them together Langford® says, “we shall have to say
that two incompatible propositions never do give rise by conjunc-
tion to a third proposition, and that this 1s precisely what it means

5 Lewis and Langford, Symbolic Logic, p 476.
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for two propositions to be incompatible ”” I wish to support Pro-
fessor Marhenke’s thesis by further argument

First, the reductio ad ahsurdum There have been varions at-
tempts to limit the range of significance that are untenable Take
first the classical attempt of Parmenides We have four funda-
mental theses (1) Being 1s Granted, a tautology (2) Not-being
is not Another tautology (3) Thought of being 15 Granted (4)
Thought of not-being 1s not What 15 1t you ecannot think of, Par-
menides ? Not-being Do the words not-heing haie a meaning or
not? If they do, then you have thought of 1t If they do not, sub-
stitute a nonsense word for it—ogliwog Then the theses are as fol-
lows (1) Beingis (2) Ogliwog 1s not, or oghiwog 15 ogliwoz (3)
Thought of being 15 (4, Thought of ogliwog 15 not, or thought of
ogliwog 1s ogliwog It 1s safe to say that Parmenides’ philesophy
will not follow from these four theses It s clear that we know the
meaning of nothing-at-all A pessimistie friend of my early philo-
sophie days once said to me, “If I could press a button and blow
the universe, not mto little hits (for they might reassemble again)
but mto nothingness, I wouldn’t hexitate a moment to do 1t” I
knew what he meant Take Herbert Spencer who said that infinite
space 1s 1nconcervable, not because 1t 1s space but hecause 1t 1s in-
finite Substitute a nonsense word oghiwoggian space 1s incon-
cexwvable If Spencer were an honest philosopher he would admut,
“This 15 not what I meant ”

A similar dialectic apphes to the classical Hindu 1illustration,
the son of a barren woman, a clear contradiction When I say that
the son of a barren woman 15 1mpossible, I have the meanings, not
only of son and of a barren woman but also of the son of a barren
woman, since I say, not that a son 1s 1mpossible, nor that a barren
woman 1s impossible, but that the son of a barren woman is im-
possible As James® has smd
We thnk of a thing about which certain facts must obtain but we do not yet
know how the thing would look when it is realized. The natural possibihity

or 1mpossibility of the thing does not touch the question of 1ts eoncewvability

1n this problematic way. “Round square,” “black-white thing,” are ahsolutely
definite conceptions.

‘When I make the statement, “The proposition p is incompatible
with the proposition g,” obviously I have thought of an neom-
¢ Principles of Psychology, 1, 463
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patibility or a contradiction, and the meaning of this statement 1s a
proposition, sinee a proposition and a complete meaning are one
and the same

Secondly, 1t 1s easy enough to understand how a contradictory
proposition 1s framed Just as I frame a complex propositional
function through the identity of the variables mn “z 1s round” and
“g 15 red,” so I frame a complex propositional function through
the 1dentity of the variables in “z 1s round” and “z 1s square ”
Certainly, I am not acquainted with a round square As James
says, I am thinking of 1t 1n a problematic way But that 1s true of
all objective references I do not so much think of meanings as af
them, but 1t happens that we use the word of instead of a¢ I think
of a mock turtle, so I think of a round square I once listened to a
conversation between a small boy and his mother The boy had
previously asked his mother, “Would you be afraid of a bear out
of a cage °"’ and then, “Would you be afraid of a bear 1n of a cage ?”
He then sa1d, “Would you he afraid of a bear-out-of-a-cage-in-of-a-
cage?”’ The mother’s expression was one of perplexity She said,
“Child, what do youn mean ?” With an obvious tone of eontempt, he
replied, “I mean two things at once ” Ile was wiser than his mother
and some philosophers

Thirdly, 1f contradiction has no meaning then no proposition
could be negatively verified, since 1 a negative verification we
“spot” an 1mnconsistency between a proposition and a fact

My fifth thesis1s Possibility means the absence of 1impossibility.
In spite of the negative word, impossibility 1s the prior and posi-
tive conception Possibility, as we have seen, lies within the field of
meaning, and I may describe a meaning But 1f you ask me whether
the meaning 1s a consistent one I must look for contradictions If
I find the meaning exemplified 1n experience, then I know that
there are no contradictions If I eannot find 1t exemplified, I de-
velop my meaning fully and look for contradictions in the mean-
ing If I find none I may then believe (rightly or wrongly) that
the meaning 1s consistent In any event, posmbility means con-
sistency I agree entirely with Professors Lenzen and Loewenberg
1m the identification of possibility and consistency I would add
that possibility as such 1s consisteney, although of course in a par-
ticular example we must specify what the proposition 1s and with
what other proposttions, 1f any, we are comparing it A proposi-
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tion may be possible 1n 1tself and yet not com-possible, to use Leib-
niz’ term, with other propositions I shall discuss this later

Professor Locwenberg has said that possibility 1s epistemie and
Professor Adams that possibility 1s constitutive—an apparent con-
tradiction T agree with both and I think they agree with each
other The whole field of significance which meludes both possi-
bility and mmpossibility, 1s the meaning of thought Without a
thinker, both possibility and 1npossibility would have no status
So far, possibility 1s epistemic Once granted this field, the nature
of 1mpossibility and 1ts difference fiom possibility belong to the
ficld In this sense they aie constitutive When I think of a contra-
diction I think of ¢ as other than 1tself, and that a 1s other than
itself 15 exactly what the principle of contiadiction denies Further,
consistency 1s absence of contradiction, and since absence 1s never
anything actual 1ts status must always be the meaning of a thought
There 1s another meaning of contradiction, namely, the affirmation
and demal of the same proposition, but this meaning 1s secondary
Further, this contradiction 1s not only possible, 1t takes place
daily I cannot, as a matter of fact, affirm and deny the same propo-
sition 1n the same breath but the statement of this factual impos-
sibility 1s not the law of contradiction I conclude The contradie-
tion which 18 an impossibility 1s constitutive 1n the field of refer-
ence I may remaik paienthetically that the two diverse meanings
of the a prior1 correspond to the two senses m which possibility and
mmpossibility are epistenic and constitutive We construct the en-
tire field of significance, that 1s the first meaning of the a prior:.
Secondly, we discriminate by inspection the logical possibilities
from the mpossibilities therein, and this i1s the a prior: of logieal
and mathematical analys:s

In the conclusion of this section I wish to say a word about the
apewron As the widest of all specifiables, the apeiron, 1f still signafi-
cant, 1s plainly “some being ” Sinece this apphes to everything, it
admits of no actual contradictory; everything actual is an ex-
ample of 1t It does, however, have a contradietory in the field of
significance, namely, not-anything, or nothing-at-all. This 1s a
meaning, as I have previously explained If the apeiron is emptied
of all significance 1t is logical nonsense It would seem then to be
stmilal to the One of Plotinus and of Pseudo-Dionysius 1n that it
18 beyond both being and nonbeing And there I will leave 1t
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I THE ACTUAL AND THE MERELY POSSIBLE

As we have seen, the contradictory of the possible 1s the impos-
sible and not the actual Indeed, 1t 1s a commonplace of logic that
the actual entails the possible although the possible does not entail
the actual Hence, I shall divide the possible into the actual and
the merely possible As explained above, possibility is not an onto-
logical predicate of the actual, 1t 1s nothing positive at all, After
we have established our field of meaning we may then describe the
actual as free from contradictions In this sense, and in this sense
alone, 1s the actual possible

The possible 1s divided 1nto the actual and the merely possible -
this 1s my sixth thesis It would not have occurred to me to em-
phasize this thesis 1f 1t had not been denied by Professor Pepper
and at least encroached upon by Professor Lenzen Professor Len-
zen has maintamned that the merely possible 1s prior to the actual
1n the sense that we may say that an actual table 1s the sum of the
actual and possible aspects of 1t Now, I have no objection to the
thorough manner 1n which, both in his book™ and in his lecture in
this series, he has worked out the procedure of a scientific positiv-
1sm, but I do not think he should call possible aspeets 1n any sense
actual Such actuality 1s spurious and not genuine. No part of the
actual can be reduced to the merely possible

I think, however, that 1t would be not out of place to make a few
remarks concerning a present tendency of aseetie renunciation on
the part of certain scientists There are mathematical nominalists,
for example, who tell us that, as mathematicians, they do not know
that two plus two makes four but only that this proposition 1s en-
tailed by the postulates of arithmetic There are other mathe-
maticians, whom I might call ultra-nominalists, who, as mathe-
maticians, do not even know that the theorems of mathematies fol-
low from the postulates For them, mathematics 1s only the result
of the mamipulation of symbols very much as certain kinds of
fabrie are the result of the manipulation of needles and yarn.
Mathematices 1s a kind of kmitting. In both groups the philosophers
or the meta-mathematicians are left to find out what is true or
false Further, we have had positivists m physical science who
would leave to the philosophers the determination of whether there

7 The Nature of Physical Theory
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probably are electrons or photons And Professor Tolman and
other behaviorists would generously hand over mtrospective psy-
chology to the philosophers In spite of this scientific asceticism I
think that the general trend of science 1s 1n the other direction—
that a sound mathematics can he deduced from self-evident axioms,
sinee all mathematies 1s a huge tautology, that the principles of
irrelevance and parsimmony® give a genmune probability for the
truth of the theories of physies, and that the great task of the
psychologists of the future will be the correlation of the results of
mtrospection with the laws of human hehavior Philesophy has
given birth to its children, the sciences, and even a kangaroo would
find 1t 1nconvenient to take 1ts adult offspring back into 1ts pouch

I am not able to share Professor Pepper’s doubt concerning the
actual There cannot be possible objects of reference without an
actual reference, an actual thought If the thought were only a pos-
sible thought 1t would be the object of 1efer ence of another thought,
and, 1f this were possible only, 1t wonld he the object of stll an-
other thought, and so on ad mfinttum Since the significant 1s sus-
tamed by the actual, without the actual the possihle 1s 1mpossible
and the impossible also 1s impossible I now feel as thongh I were
swimming 1n the apeiron

It seems to me that the first pages of Professor Pepper’s lecture
do an 1njustice to his previous paper on “Middle-Sized IMacts,””®
since, after all, middle-sized tacts are facts no matter how nae-
curately he thinks they are deseribed I agree with Professor Pep-
per that there 1s no kind of truth that s not denied by someone
Brouwer has denied the principle of the excluded middle, which
is one form of the principle of contradietion Mrs Eddy denied
the fact of pain, and Sankara denied all facts of experience The
‘White Queen 15 not alone in having “believed as many as six 1m-
possible things before breakfast ” Some truths, however, seem to
be certamn, I should say, they are certamn It 1s logrcally certain
that a thing cannot be other than itself; that red is different from
blue, that this patch 1s extended, and 1t is certam (although not
logically certain) that I enjoy hstening to Professor Pepper’s ex-
cellent exposition of the contextuahst theory

8 “Chance and Cosmogony,” Phlos Rev, XLI (1932), 150-158
8 Unw Calsf Publ Philos, XIV (1931), 3-28
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It is certamn, first, that there 1s acquaintance with facts, and
secondly, that we derive simple propositional funetions by ab-
straction from facts, and thirdly, that there 1s, to some extent, an
accurate description of facts sinee we deseribe facts by means of
the predicates abstracted from them What we must assume,
whether we are contextualists or not, 1s that we remember the past
and extrapolate to the future, and that on the basis of these as-
sumptions we reach probable conclusions concerning the distant
present So far as I can see, valid references backward, forward,
and outward are implied not only by contextualism but by all other
“adequate’” systems of philosophy I am sure that I have arms with
which to embrace my fellows, and legs that have walked out of the
past and will walk, however haltingly, for some time 1nto the fu-
ture I think 1t 1s exceedingly probable that there 1s an external
warld

“A little madness 1n the Spring
Is wholesome even for the King,
But God be with the Clown
TWho ponders this tremendous scene—

This whole experiment of green,
As 1f 1t werc his own!”

My seventh thesis, then, 1s The actual may be correetly dimaded
into, first, the experience of the duration block, and secondly, the
actual beyond dnect experience, which, if apprehended at all, 1s a
part of the field of reference Thus we return to the direct experi-
ence with which we started We have made three major divisions
1n the realm of meaning Before we go further I think it would be
well to recapitulate in an ieclusive scheme There 1s a Hindu
legend that the univeise 1s a vast cosmic egg 'We may transfer this
figure to the entire universe of discourse, which would then look
something like the figure on page 212

The first division (reading from right to left) separates the im-
possible from the possible, the second division separates the actual,
or the factual, from the nonactual, the third division separates
the field of acquaintance from the field of reference. This gives us
four parts The first (reading from left to right) is the facts with
which we are acquainted, the other three parts are the field of
reference The second part 1s the facts to which we refer; the third
18 the merely possible, the fourth the impossible The first 1s the
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germ; the second the yolk; the third the white; and the fourth the
wind egg.

In an earlier part of the paper I followed Leibniz 1n distingmsh-
ing between the logically possible and the com-possible; between a
proposition which is consistent with itself and a proposition which
is consistent with other propositions or with the facts As we pro-
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gressively widen our statements of the facts the possible is cor-
respondingly narrowed The entire third division of our egg is
logically possible but we have within 1t successive narrowings (in-
dicated by lines 1n the diagram) as our factual data merease I can
add nothing here to the aceount of the stratification of possibilities
as developed by Professor Lenzen except to say it 1s not only laws
but also facts which narrow the possibilities. I shall return to the
subject of laws later.

Before ending this seetion I should like to comment on the use
of certain words that are synonymous wath the word “being” or at
least closely allied to the word “bemng” We have the following
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terms and their opposites (1) being or entity and not-being; (2)
actuality and nonactuality, (3) fact and fiction, (4) reality and
appearance

I make no distmetion between an actuality and a fact. Indeed,
it 1s customary to use, for the noun, “fact” instead of “actuality,”
and, for the’adjective, “actual” instead of “factual ” Secondly, I
can make no distinction between a being or an entity and a fact
The mock turtle 1s not a fact, nerther 1s 1t a being

It might be said that an event in the past is not actual but has
being, but such an event 1s not a being now, 1t was a being in the
past, precisely as the event 1s not actual now but was actual 1n the
past A being, a fact, and an actuality have for me, then, precisely
the same meaning The meaning of being 1s unanalyzable but 1t 1s
one which all who are not philosophers, and most philosophers also,
understand There are, however, other pairs of terms which at-
tempt to dichotomize the realm of being Such are “existence” and
“subsistence,” and “the natural” and “the supernatural.” I may
not believe 1n subsistence or the supernatural, but I do not believe
that they are contradictory I merely cut them off as irrelevant
The pair of terms, “reality” and “appearance,” 1s somewhat similar
to these latter pairs in 1ts attempt to divide beings into real beings
and apparent beings The word “appearance” 1s ambiguous It may
mean something that shows up 1n experience In this meaning it 1s
a being, as in the New England expression, “The newlyweds ap-
peared 1n church this morning ” In this sense an illusion or a
dream 1s a fact Or, secondly, 1t may mean that there 1s the belief
that something 1s a being when 1t 1s not a bemng, for example, a
child believes that there 1s a mock turtle when there 1s no mock
turtle, that 1s, no being Such a meaning 1s false So-called appear-
ances are, then, either facts or false propositions Faects are actual.
False propositions are never actual In my opinion, 1t would be
very much better for philosophy if the word “reality” were dis-
carded and the two kinds of appearance were designated as “facts”
and “falsities ” If the word “reality” 1s to be used 1t should be a
precise synonym for the aggregate of beings or facts I would not
say, with Professor Adams, that possibilities are real I would
say, 1t 1s true that such and such 1s possible, that is, certain mean-
mgs are erther consistent with themselves or consistent with cer-
tain designated facts My disagreement with Professor Adams 1s
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presumably verbal If AB 1s customarily followed by T, then A
may be said to be a capaeity If AC 1s customarily followed by T,
A, 1 the presence of C, may be said to be a tendency I agree with
Professor Loewenherg that the alternatives of Professor Adams’
are groups of capacities None of the preceding lectures has hypos-
tasized a potentic Mr Stiong’s account of the subject seems to me
thoroughly sound

IV POSSIBILITY AND CHANCE

I cannot enter here upon an extended discussion of probability,
whieh 1s a far more 1ntricate subject than simple possibility Prob-
ability, however, may be regarded as 2 measure of possibility, with
its two limits, impossibility, or a probability of zero, and certainty,
or a probability of one The principle of uncertainty is established
at present 1n physies and 1t seems likelv that 1t will be permanently
triumphant *° Assuming the truth of this statement, there remains
no striect determinism 1n nature, and chance takes the place of
laws Instead of laws we have correlations which are summations
of chance These correlations are only probable, that 1s, possible
If we should say. then, as Professors Lenzen and Marhenke did
that the physically possible or the hiologically possible 1s whatever
1s consistent with the laws of physies or biology, we should then
mean that what 1s possible 1s what 15 consistent with another pos-
sibility, and we do not vet reach consistency with the actunal facts

‘We must distinguish, however hetween the past and the future
although 1n both possihility means consisteney with all the data
Thus I may say that it 1s possible that I had mushrooms for dimner
on Aungust 11, 1925 But 1t 1s not possible that I stayed away from
the Greek play and worked on my paper last Friday evening I
may, however say that it was possible for me to stay away, that 1s,
1t was consistent with all the other data up to that time

‘We have no data out of the future In the future everything 1s
possible Everything 1s possible and yet not everything, for the
probability, and so the possibility, is a restricted one If we know
the position of an electron at a certain instant to a high degree of
approximation, we do not know where 1t will be after a ecertam
duration, but some positions are more probable than others It is
as though we had a die, with an ace on one face, deuces on three

10 “Chance and Cosmogony,” op eut, pp 171-173
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faces, and three spots on two faces !* The restrictions are constant
and the rest 1s a matter of chance We extrapolate the constants m
nature, the remainder 1s equality of possihility We may say, then,
that a future physical event 1s possible if 1t 1s consistent with the
past and present facts and the physical constants Presumably,
similar remarks could be made ahout the possibility of future bio-
logical events 1f we knew the biological constants If new constants
emerge 1n the future, the problem 1s more complicated; and I shall
not follow 1t farther
V TRUTH AND FALSITY

Before dealing directly with the possibility of pluralism I must
first g1ive an account of truth and falsity *2 My eighth thesis1s All
falsity 1s contradiction and all truth 1§ tautology since the only
consistent deseription of fact or meaning 1s tautology I shall
divide my brief exposition into two parts

1 Coriespondence and versfiability —It 18 customary for those
who have been influenced by pragmatism (and this applies to sev-
eral writers in the present volume) to replace correspondence by
verifiability Philosophy has fortunately sloughed off the extreme
pragmatism, I might say the psendo-pragmatism, of Schiller and
of James 1n the second lecture of his Pragmatism The pragmatism
of the earlier and the later James and the instrumentalism of
Dewey 1s a prediction and verification theory of truth Truth 1s,
primarily, the verification and, secondarily, the verifiability of a
prediction Since verification 1s a process with a terminus @ quo
and a terminus ad quem we may adopt a threefold classification of
the truth of propositions First, a proposition 1s true at the con-
summation of verification This consummation I shall call con-
frontation Secondly, a proposition 1s true which will be verified.
Thirdly, a proposition 1s true which ecan be verified, although the
verification will never take place (Professor Adams’ eating of the
poisonous mushrooms 1s an example *?) This we may call psycho-
logical verifiability. Such a pragmatism is not, as it stands, an
adequate theory even of the truth of extensional propositions,

11 T owe thas 1llustration to Professor R, H. Fowler.

12T have dealt with this subject more fully in a paper, “The Synoptic
Theory of Truth,” read at the joint meeting of the Western and Pacific
Divisions of the American Philosophical Association at Berkeley, 1n Decem-

ber, 1930 I may refer to 1t as a “possible” publication.
13 Present volume, p 10



216 Unwersity of Californiga Publications in Philosophy

sinee we make assertions which refer to the past or to inaccessible
regions of space or of other minds These may be indirectly verified
to some extent m the fufure but they eannot he directly verified at
all They are verifiable only 1n a Pickwickian sense We may. how-
ever, generalize our pragmatism by holding that such propositions
are true provided they would be verified 1f we eould remount the
past or reach these mnaccessible regions I shall call such verfi-
ahility “logical verifiability™ and pragmatism, so generalized, I
shall eall “lomecal pragmatism ”

Such a pragmatism may be easily shown to be the same as the
eorrespondence theory properly analyzed 1f I entertain the propo-
sition that I was 1n Berkeley last Friday, this proposition 1s 1den-
tical with the facts Butidentity 1s nothing actual, 1t 1s the absence
of diversity If I entertain the false proposition that I was in
Seattle last Friday, the proposition 1s diverse from the facts, hut
I cannot believe that there 1s an actual relation of diversity run-
ning from the facts to a mere meaning When a false deseription
1s applied to the facts of direct experience I may say there 1s an
actual confrontation but when I deserihe something bevond direct
experience the falsity of the description consists only in this, that
a diversity would be discovered 1f the confrontation were made
The analyzed correspondence theory turns out to be the same as
pragmatism generahzed, and if pragmatism 1s not generalized 1t 18
not, as we have seen, an adequate theory of truth

2 Correspondence and tautology —The analyzed correspond-
ence theory seems to be adequate when applied to the truths of
propositions of an extensional logie, but unless it 1s further gen-
eralized 1t breaks down completely when applied to intentional or
modal propositions Their falsity consists in contradiction, their
truth 1s tautology In dealing with such truths the pragmatists and
the correspondence philosophers have followed different paths
The former (JJames and Dewey) have denmied analytiec truth en-
tirely Thus 1s an easy verbal solution but 1t is entirely sterile. The
latter have invented supposed facts with which the propositions
eorrespond. The truth of a mathematical proposition, however, is
not 1ts correspondence with facts Euclidean geometry would be
true were there no Euclidean space If space 18 non-Euclidean
there are neither equal nor unequal vertical angles . Euclidean
space, nevertheless, Euclhidean geometry discriminates between
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them It holds that the former are possible and the latter impos-
sible Mathematieal propositions are modals

‘We seem to have, then, two meanings of truth first, absence of
contradiction 1 modal or mtentional propositions, and, secondly,
correspondence or logical verifiability in ordinary extensional
propositions But a Irttle analysis will show that absence of con-
tradiction 1s the meaning of truth in the second class also Most
ordinary propositions are not verified at all In such propositions
both positive and negative verification do not take place Take the
classical proposition, “Caesar crossed the Rubicon ” This proposi-
tion 1s not verified, so both positive and negative verification have
the same status in fact Neither 1s actual, but there 1s this differ-
ence between them positive verification 1s not actual, but nega-
tive verification 1s not only not actual but also impossible The
proposition that Caesar did not cross the Rubicon 1s contradictory
to the facts Truth 1s possible verification, falsity is mmpossible
verification Truth and falsity, in the last analysis, are modals

There 1s of course some difference between the falsity of ordi-
nary propositions and the falsity of modals In the latter the con-
tradictions are in the data We may be certain of them In the
former we have only a probable and not a certain knowledge of the
contradietion sinee the contradiction lies beyond the data in the
objects of reference And so of truth BModal truth 1s known tau-
tology, ordinary truth 1s only prohable tautology, not certain but
believed There 1s a certain sense, as Professor Marhenke has
shown, 1n saying that even modal inconsistency must be sometimes
sought Mathematical propositions must be completely developed
or the inconsistency will not appear Similarly, inconsistency in
ordinary propositions must be sought in connection with all the
facts This analysis fits the previous account of the stratification of
possibilities,* with the one extieme of a purely logical possibility
and the other of a possibility which 1s consistent with all the facts.
In this last possibihity the actual alone is possible. Obviously, we
can never have complete knowledge of the future since future data
are not at hand, and, except some memories the truth of which we
aceept, we have only probable knowledge of the past

To summarize In modal truth we have, at least in principle,

14 Lenzen, present volume, p 57
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certain tautologies. In ordinary propositions that go beyond ae-
guaintanee we have only the probahlity of tautology, but if our
data eould be complete we should have no possible doubt and of
ordinary falsehood we could say .

“] bet with every Wind that blew, till Nature in chagrin
Employed a Fact to isit me and scuttle my Balloon!”

and of truth:

“Search 11 and out and round about,
And you’ll diseover never
A tale o free from every doubt—
All probable, possible shadow of donbt—
All possible doult whatever'”

VI POSSIBILITY AND PLURALISM

Professor Adams has said that the test of a sound philosophy is
the provision 1t makes for possibility With a sure sense he selected
philosaphies like those of Hume and Bergson, in which everything
is possible, and philosophies like those of Bradley and Bosanquet,
in which nothing is possible I think we can now see that the error
of Hume and Bergson lies in their lack of continuant constants
which restrict the field of possibility and probability These con-
stants I have already discussed I shall now direct my attention to
the opposite view of Bradley which by denying possibility, reaches
a rigid monism

There are four and only four possible hypotheses concerning the
number of Leings 1n the universe These are (1) monism, (2) con-
catenism, (3) monadism, and () a combination of concatenism
and monadism I shall define monism as the hypothesis of an all
1nclusive being According to this view, however many beings there
may be there 15 one Being which includes them all There are
various subtypes of monism There 18 mystical momsm which de-
nies the validity of all deseription, and abstract monism which ae-
cepts attributes but denies relations Since attributes and relations
ohviously exist I shall consider only what I shall call concrete
monism I shall define this as the view that there are # substantives
or concrete particulars and that these are united by an n-adic rela-
tion 1nto an inclusive whole. This whole 1s a single mdividual



Savery: Possibility and Pluralism 219

The other three views are pluralisms Monadism 1s the view that
there are many beings which are unrelated Each of these bemngs 1s
a monad and the monads are “windowless ”’ Concalewmwsm was sug-
gested by the synechism of Charles Peirce and developed into a
specific theory by William James It holds that the universe 1s a
chain of heings or individuals There 1s overlapping of the links
but there 1s no mnclusive bemg A fourth possible hypothesis 1s a
combination of monadism and conecatenism It would hold either
that there are many chains, or one or more chains and one or more
monads The theoretical weakness of monadism 18 apparent Since
the monads are unconnected, one monad could never know the
others Leibniz attempted to save monadism by s “preestablished
harmony,” but this 1s clearly a dodge since 1t relates the monad of
monads to all the other monads There may be monads outside the
universe to which we belong If there are I shall ignore them since
I can know nothing about them Similar strictures apply to the
combination of concatenism and monadism So far as our universe
1s concerned—that 1s, the universe that can possibly be known to
us—either monism or concatemism is true If coneatenism 1s pos-
sible 1t 1s probably true, since the monistic hypothesis would then
become 1rrelevant In monism there 1s an n-adie relation, m con-
catenmism
all the relations may be of a much lower order—the upper limit of Con-
catenmism would be a world where the highest type of relation 13 (n-1)-adic .
In a momistic universe every entity 1s related to every other entity. The n-adie
relation includes all these dyadic relations as a part of itself It mcludes also
all triadie and tetradie relations and so on, up to and mcluding the (n-1)-adie
type, 1e, 1t includes all the relations that are necessary to constitute a con-

catenistic universe, and many others besides These additional relations are
irrelevant 1 reference to our present state of knowledge.15

I said that concatenism 1s probable 1f 1t 1s possible Bradley de-
nies that 1t 1s possible I select Bradley because he seems the ablest
of the monists His argument runs as follows: Let us suppose, as
1n pluralism, that A and B are two unrelated individuals. It is
then true that A is other than B; that 1s, A is actually other than
or diverse from B. Hence, A and B are not unrelated. Further, a
relation 1s a connection; hence, A and B are conneeted and in their

15 #Chance and Cosmogony,” p 159
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connection make an inelusive whole Bradley’s argument was di-
rected against monadism but 1t apphes to cancatenism as well since,
as I shall show later, in concatenism there 1s no actual relation be-
tween links even 1f they overlap Bradley’s entire argument de-
pends upon the assumption that true relations ean never be pos-
sible but are always actual The validity of his argument depends
upon the status of possibility My ninth thesis 15 Pluralism 1s
possible

1 Connection and conjunction —Bradley offers no evidence,
and can offer none, that logical conjunction means an actual eon-
nection If I say that Nefretit1 was the wife of Ikhnaton and that
L1 Po was sometimes mtoxieated, I am not asserting a connection
between the content of the two propositions A connection, direct
or indirect, there may be since the facts somehow belong to what
we call the same universe But this 1s not referred to by the word
“and ” In general, when I make the eonjunctive proposition p and
g, the word “and” refers only to the universe of discourse or of
meaning This relation I shall eall eonjunction or the “and rela-
tron ” I shall use the word “connection” or the term “with relation”
to designate an actual relation in the realm of being

2 Differentiation and dwersity —In a ssmilar manner, when I
think of the conjunction of two propositions in the universe of dis-
course I shall call their otherness “diversity” and shall reserve the
term “differentiation” for the otherness of two entities that are
actually connected—for the fact that actual relations, as Bradley
said, connect thmgs apert 'We may make a cross-classification of
these two pairs of relations, using the neutral term “joning” for
erther connection or conjunction, and the term “disjoming” for
either differentiation or diversity The classification 1s as follows.

Actual Nominal
Joining Connection Conjunction
with and
Disjoining Differentiation Daversaty

I shall now apply this to the diseussion of plurahsm.
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3 Overlappwng hinks —My thesis here 1s that two overlapping
links have the relations of conjunction and diversity in the uni-
verse of discourse and not those of actual conneetion and differen-
tiation Farst, 1t 15 clear that 1dentity 1s nothing positive, it is only
the absence of diversity Secondly, there 1s no actual relation of
whole and part We may analyze the so-called relation in this way -
If W 1s the whole and P 1s the part, there 1s an actual connection,
r, between P and P’, P’ being the other part or parts of W. The
situation 1s this W 1s identical with PrP’ The relation of whole
and part, then, 1s the conjunction of two relations; first, the rela-
tion of 1dentity, which 1s nominal, and, secondly, the relation be-
tween P and P’, which alone 18 actual We need glue to glue the
part to another part, but we do not need more glue to glue the part
to the whole It may beillustrated thus

w

Now let us consider the relation of overlapping Let us take two
links, M and N, and let us suppose that M 15 constituted by a r, b
and that N 1s constituted by b’ #, ¢ The relation of the overlapping
of M and N 1s analyzed as follows M 1s1dentical with ¢ r, b, and
N 1s1dentical with b’ r, ¢, and b 18 1dentical wath b’ The relations of
conjunction and identity are nominal, r, and r, are actual Be-
tween M and N there 1s only logical conjunction and diversity, not
actual connection and differentiation The situation may be 1llus-
trated mn this way
M N

It 1s obvious that nonoverlapping links have the relations of
conjunction and diversity and not those of connection and differ-
entiation
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4 Twvme and space —Let us suppose that we bave a chain of dura-
tion blocks 1llustrated thus-

M N 0 P

In this chain there 1s no actual relation of sequence between a and
¢ If we say that a 1s before ¢ we mean that a 1s before b, and b 1s
before ¢, and ¢ 1s before d, and d 1s before ¢ The proposition that a
15 before ¢ is a eonjunctive propositzon There 1s no fact that a1s
before ¢; there 1s a conjunction or aggregate of faects The proposi-
tion that Caesar crossed the Rubicon (before now) 1s not made
true by the fact that Caesar crossed the Rubicon before the present
It 1s made true by an aggregate of facts, the chain that stretches
from Caesar to the present Even a ehain 1s not a faet, 1t 18 a con-
Junction or aggregate of facts Similar considerations will apply to
space 1f space 15 concatenated and not an elusive whole

5 Difference and sumlarity —Let us take two nonoverlapping
hinks of a chain, say the first and the sixth links We will call them
M and R Let us suppose that M has only one color, red, and R has
only one color, g1cen What 1s the meaning of the proposition that
M and R are different 1n color ? Aceording to concaienism there 1s
no actual relation between the two entities, the color difference of
M and R 1s not a fact The p1oposition that M and R are different
in color 1s a conjunctive proposition It means that Misied and B
18 green gnd red 18 different from green Let us take as a concrete
example the red coat of a mandarin in Nanking and this green
pencil Monism may, of course, be true It 1s possible that there s
an actual relation of difference which muns from the coat to the
pencil, the two facts may be actually compared in an absolute
mind The verification of the conjunctive proposition may, so to
speak, be performed But I do not need to assume the actual ver:fi-
cation, I may substitute logical verifiability If the verificationwere
to take place only one solution would be possible Similarity 1s a
contradiction, an impossihility Difference remains as a possibility

6 Dwersity and possibulsfy —We can now understand the man-
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ner 1 whieh two links of a chain are diverse If we diseard prime
matter as a superfluous conception, two diverse links of a cliam
are dissimilar If the first and seventh links of a chamn are not dis-
similar they are the same link and the chain from the first to the
seventh link 1s closed But whether or not there 1s prime matter
two dissimilar links cannot be identical for that would be a contra-
diction Such diversity holds in the universe of diseourse This may
readily be seen if we consider fictions

Furst, let us take two meanigs that do not correspond to any-
thing actual a mock turtle 1s other than a rocking-horse fly, that
18, 1f thele were a mock turtle if would he different from a rocking-
horse fly 1f there were a rocking-hoise fly I can never verify this
diversity through the actual facts since there are no faets to be
civerse But to say that a rocking-horse fly and a mock turtle mean
the same 1s a contradiction, that 1s, an 1mpossibility

Secondly, let us consider the 1elation of a fact to a fietion When
I say that a mock turtle 1s not a turtle I do not mean that there 1s
an actual rod of connection and differentiation which runs from
a turtle which 1s to a mock turtle which 1s not I mean that to
1dentify the two 15 a contradiction and therefore an 1impossibility.

Thirdly. the same sitnalion obtains wheun I am dealing with two
facts with different sets of predicates which are not parts of an
inelusive whole To say that they are 1dentical would be a contra-
diction, that 1s, an 1mpossibility But 1dentity 1s the contradictory
of diversity If 1t 1s impossible for two faets to be 1dentical they
must be diverse They are not actually differentiated within a con-
nected and melusive whole They are diverse in the universe of
discounrse I conclude that Bradley’s argument 1s fallacious Plural-
1sm may be true

In conclusion, a word about values Whether there 1s an 1nclu-
sive being or not there 1s no mclusive good The satisfactions and
pleasures of life are manifold, imbedded 1n a matrix which 1s 1n-
different Good facts are many and the summum bonum is not a
fact The highest good which we can achieve is an aggregate of
facts, the proposition which wounld deseribe 1t is conjunctive; the
truth about 1t belongs to the universe of discourse From an actual
which has come largely by chance we reach toward a possible good,
“the gables of the sky ” God 1s only possible






