Study Questions for Ayer, Language, Truth and Logic, Chapter I

1. What does Ayer seem to mean by “metaphysics”?

2. How does Ayer distinguish his way of criticizing metaphysics from Kant’s?

3. What criterion does Ayer propose to use to distinguish genuine statements of fact from tautologies and ‘pseudo-propositions’?   Note: strictly speaking, a tautology is a statement that repeats some word or phrase, as in “A rose is a rose” or “The red pony is red.”  Ayer, like a number of other philosophers, uses the word in a broader sense to include what we might call ‘disguised tautologies’ and logical truths.  A disguised tautology is a statement that can be made into a tautology by substituting the definition of a term for that term, as in “Bachelors are unmarried.” (This sentence can be turned into a tautology by substituting the definition “unmarried man” for “bachelor” to produce “Unmarried men are unmarried.”)  A logical truth is true by virtue of its logical form, as is “Either Bill is married or he’s not married.”  (This statement is true no matter what adjective is substituted for “married” and no matter what name is substituted for “Bill.”)

4. What’s the difference between ‘verifiable in practice’ and ‘verifiable in principle’?

5. What’s the difference between the ‘strong’ and ‘weak’ senses of verifiability?

6. Why does Ayer think we should use the weak sense as our criterion of significance?

7. Ayer proceeds (pp.39-40) to give several examples of philosophical claims and questions that turn out to be ‘fictitious’ or ‘nonsensical’ according to his criterion.  Try to understand in each case why he thinks this is so and whether or not you agree.

8. On p. 41 he states his main argument against metaphysics.  Try to get clear about how it goes. (Some of its premises will be argued for in later chapters.)

9. Ayer then offers a kind of diagnosis of metaphysics – i.e., an explanation of the sources of the confusion that leads people to want to make metaphysical statements.  What is his explanation?

10. What’s the difference between a metaphysician and a poet?

11. What kind of value can metaphysical statements have?

