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The fundamental tenet of modern empiricism is the view that all non-analytic knowledge is based on
experience, Let us call this thesis the principle of empiricismi. Contemporary logical empiricism has added to it the
maxim that a senlence makes a cognitively meaninglul assertion, and thus can be said to be either true or false, only
ilit is either (1) analytic or self-contradictory or (2) capable, at least in principle, of experiential test. According to ' ||
this so-called empiricist criterion of cognitive meaning, or of cognitive significance, many of the formulations of
traditional metaphysics and large parts of epistemology are devoid of cognitive significance--however rich some of
them may be in non-cognitive imporl by virtue of their emotive appeal or the moral inspiration they offer.

What kind of a sentence, it has often been asked, is the empiricist meaning criterion itself? Plainly it is not
un empirical hypothesis; but it is not analytic or self-contradictory either; hence, when judged by its own standard,
is it not devoid of cognitive meaning? In that case, what claim of soundness or validity could possibly be made for
i?

One might think of construing the eriterion as a definition which indicates what empiricists propose Lo
understand by a cognitively significant sentence; thus understood, it would not have the character of an assertion
and would be neither true nor false. But this conception would attribute to the criterion a measure of arbitrariness
which cannot be reconciled with the heated controversies it has engendered and even less with the fact that the
changes in ity specific content have always been determined by the objective of making the critetion a more
adequate index ol cognitive import. And this very objective illuminates (he character of the empiricist criterion of
meaning: It is intended to provide a clarification and explication of the idea of a sentence which makes an
intelligible assertion, This idea is admittedly vague, and it is the task of philosophic explication to replace it by a
more precise concept, In view of this diffevence of precision we cannot demand, of course, that the "new" concept,
the explicatum, be strictly synonymous with the old one, the explicandum, How, then, are we to judge the adequacy
of a proposed explication, as expressed in some specific eriterion of cognilive meaning?

First of all, there oxists a large class of sentences which are rather generally recognized as making
intelligible assertions, and another large class of which this is more or less generally denies. We shall have to
demand of an adequate explication that it take into account these spheres ol common usage; hence an explication
which, let us say, denies cognitive import to descriptions of past events or to generalizations expressed in terms of
observables has ta be rejected as inadequate. As we have seen, this first requirement of adequacy has played an
important role in the development of the empiricist meaning criterion,

But an adequate explication of the concept of cognitively significant statement must satisfy yet another,
event more important, requirement: Together with the explication of certain other concepts, such as those of
confirmation and of probability, it has 1o provide the framework for a general theoretical account of the structure

and the foundations of seientific knowledge, Explication, as here understood, is not a mere description of the
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aceepted usages of the terms under consideration: it has o go beyond the limitations, ambiguities, and 2
inconsistencies of common usage and has (o show how we had better construe the meanings of those terms if we sk
wish to arrive at a consistent and comprehensive theory of knowledge. This type of consideration, which has been L:s
largely influenced by a study of the structure of scientific theories, has prompted the more recent extensions of the ;1.}5

empiricist meaning criterion. These extensions are designed 10 include in the realm of cognitive significance varions |#

ke

types ol sentences which might oceur in advanced scientitic theories, or which have to he admitted simply for the
sake of systematic simplicity and uniformity, but on whose cognitive significance or non-significance a study of
what the term "intelligible assertion" means in evervday discourse could hardly shed any light at all,

As o consequence, the empiricist eriterion of meaning, like the result of any other explication, represents a
linguistic proposal which itself is neither true nor false, but for whicl adequacy is claimed in two respeets: First in
the sense that the explication provides a reasonably close analysis of the commonly accepted meaning of the
explicandum--and this claim implies an empirical assertion: and secondly in the sense that the explication achieves
i "rational reconstruction” of the explicandum, i.e.. that if provides, together perhaps with other explications, a
general conceptual framework which permits a consistent and precise restatement and theoretical systematization of
the contexts in which the explicandum is used--and this clain implies at least an assertion of a logical character.

(Hempel, Carl G, “Problems and Changes in the Empirieist Criterion of Meaning,™)
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To answer this question it is helpful 1o consider another lype of counter-example to the “No “ought”
conclusions from “is” premise” thesis, From such (actual premises as “This watch is grossly inaccurate nnd irregular
in time-keeping’ and “This watch is too heavy 1o carry about comlortably’, the evaluative conclusion validly follows
that *This is a bad watch’. From such factual premises as *He gets a better yield for this ¢rop per acre than any
larmer in the district’, 'He has the most effective programme of soil renewal yet known' and ‘His dairy herd wins
ull the first prizes at the agricultural shows’, the evaluative conclusion validly follows that ‘He is a good farmer’,
Both of these arguments are valid because of the special characier of the concepts of a watch and of a farmer, Such
concepts are functional concepts; that is to say, we deline hoih *watch’ and *farmer® in terms of the purpose or
function which a watch or farmer are characteristically expected to serve. It follows that the concept of a watch
cannot be defined independently of the concept of a good watch nor the concept of a farmer independently of that of
4 good farmer; and that the criterion of something’s being a wutch and the criterion of something’s being a good
watch... are not independent of each other. Now clearly botl sets of criteria ... are factual. Hence any argument
which moves from premises which assert that the appropriate criteria are satisfied to a conclusion which asserts that
“That is a good such-and-such’, where *such-and-such picks out an item specified by a functional concept, will be a

valid argument which moves from factual premises to an evalualive conclusion. (Maclntyre, Alasdair, Afier Virtue.)
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