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SCIENCE, METAPHYSICS AND MEANINGFUL
PHILOSOPHICAL PRINCIPLES

According to the standard conception of logical empiricism the
main theses of traditional philosophy are rejected as metaphysical,
in the sense that they are considered neither true nor false but
simply devoid of any cognitive meaning.

This was the case in some of the most famous statements made
In the course of the history of philosophy, such as Descartes’s,
“Cogito, ergo sum”, Berkeley’s “Esse est percipi”, Hegel’s “Ac-
tuality is the direct unity of the essence with the existence”, Hei-
degger’s “The Nothing nothingeth”, which were refuted by the
empiricists of the Vienna circle by showing that one was dealing
with propositions of an existential content which are not empiri-
cal, and for which any method for the determination of their truth
is not given.

Concerning the problem of realism, there were, however, rather
different positions as stressed by Carnap:

The rejection of the thesis of reality was not generally accepted. Witt-
genstein had not explicitly included these theses among the metaphys-
ical doctrines that were to be refuted; Schlick called himself a realist
and accepted my position only later; Reichenbach did not share it at
all.!

This statement appears in the preface to the English translation

Epistemologia X1 (1988) - Science et Métaphysique, pp. 97-104.
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tions. Such an opinion was, for example, clearly emphasized by
Weinberg holding that: .

The ultimate and definitive doctrine of logical positivists is that the
only propositions endowed with meaning are those of science.?

Only a few years later, two different, and successful, attempts
to reformulate the thesis of realism in a meaningful way were made.
One was due to Carnap*, although he never explicitly recognized
this fact, and as regards this problem, he always referred to his ar-
gument of the two geographers as a conclusive proof of the meta-
physical nature of realism (and idealism). In the second part of his
well-known article “Testability and meaning”, Carnap discussed
the macrorealist hypothesis “if all minds (or living beings) disap-
pear from the Universe, stars still go on on their course”, proposed
for the first time by Lewis® as an example of a meaningful philo-
sophical statement not satisfying the two narrow conditions im-
posed by the principle of verification of logical empiricists. This
macrorealist hypothesis, that can be viewed as an explicit refor-
mulation of the metaphysical thesis of realism refuted by Hume
which identified reality with “that thing that would exist even if
we and every sensible creature were absent or annihilated”®, is
shown by Carnap to satisfy his criterion of factual meaningfulness,
since it appeared to be an incompletely testable statement.

The other attempt was made by Einstein, Podolsky and Rosen
(EPR) through the proposal of their criterion of physical reality
and the demonstration that such a criterion, together with the
other three hypotheses of locality, correctness and completeness
of quantum mechanics represented a necessary condition in the
derivation of their famous paradox’. More recently, it has been
demonstrated that the EPR reality principle is also a necessary
condition in the proof of the empirical prescriptions of the Bell-
type inequalities which are violated by quantum-mechanical pre-
dictions.

More general formulations of the EPR criterion of reality have
been given that satisfy the same requirements as the original one.
The first of these generalizations corresponded to the statement:
“If without disturbing the system, we can predict with a high de-
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gree of inductive probability the property of a physical system,
then we can attribute such a property to that system, i.e. we can
consider that property as real”’®, in which the notion of predi-
cability with certainty of the EPR criterion is abandoned since it
constituted an idealization too strong with respect to real physical
situations.

Another, more general meaningful formulation of the reality
principle has been given through the statement: “If without in any
way disturbing a physical system U we can predict that the different
possible values {r,, 7, ,..., 74 } of the measurement of the physical
quantity R will be found with certain probabilities {p,,p, ,..., pn }
then there exist elements of physical reality belonging to the sys-
tem U and which are such that the probabilities {p,, p, ,..., p,}
are not different”’ | which corresponds to an entirely probabilistic
reality principle not simply based on the replacement of the no-
tion of predictability with certainty of EPR with the (very similar)
one of predictability with a high degree of inductive probability,
but assuming that the predictable probabilities are objective prop-
erties to be attributed to the physical system on which they are
defined.

Further probabilistic generalizations of the reality principle
have been advanced showing that they all must be considered
meaningful statements in that each of them is a necessary condi-
tion in the proof of Bell-type inequalities.

In this way, each of these formulations of the reality principle
satisfies at least the requirement of indirect verifiability advanced
by Ayer which needs the following conditions to be satisfied:

First [..] in conjunction with certain other premises [in our case the
hypothesis of Einstein locality and of the correctness of quantum for-
malism] it entails one or more verifiable statements which are not de-
ducible from these other premises alone; and secondly that these other
premises do not include any statement that is either analytic or directly
verifiable or capable of being independently established as indirectly

verifiable,'?

It should be added, however, that there have been efforts to
demostrate the Bell theorem or to derive some versions of the
EPR paradox without appealing to the reality principle. These ap-
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Genuine, falsifiable scientific statements
Popper’s criterion
of demarcation
Carnap’s criterion
of factual meaning

;
Testable or confirmable empirical statements

;
Analytical statements of formal sciences

Metaphysical statements devoid of meaning

The first distinction is between empirical and analytic state-
ments endowed with meaning, and methapysical statements ar
void o.m.::om:m:mu and is based on the application of the principle
o.m .<nzmomao: in some of its forms, such as Carnap’s oo:mH:Mm-
bility or testability and Ayer’s incomplete verifiability.

: ‘Hrn second distinction is between scientific and pseudo-scien-
S?.o statements and is founded on the recourse to Popper’s cri
H.Q.Ho: of falsifiability, according to which the only mosﬂmwn mommb.,
tific statements are those which can be experimentally falsified
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ositions into the two classes of scientific and metaphysical, to-
gether with a critical acceptance of some of their criteria of mean-
ing allows one to identify an intermediate class of propositions
containing, in addition to the cognitive meaningful analytic state-
ments of logic and pure mathematics, also other propositions en-
dowed with factual meaning but not falsifiable.

According to my proposal, philosophical propositions can be
found inside this intermediate class, between science and meta-
physics, and have the logical structure of conditional statements
the validity of whose premise depends on the truth of an empiri-
cal hypothesis. This special kind of conditional propositions may
be in turn empirical but not falsifiable statements as the Lewis-
Carnap macrorealist hypothesis or analytic statements the domain
of whose applicability is established by experience through the
possibility of an experimental falsification of their premises, as
in the case of the EPR criterion of physical reality or of its subse-
quent probabilistic generalizations, which would be demonstrated
inapplicable in microphysics if Einstein locality were refuted by
the tests of the Bell inequality.

As it is my intention to come back to investigate this matter
thoroughly on another occasion, I should now like to conclude by
stressing the idea on which my proposed characterization of philo-
sophical statements is based, and which is to identify them with
those propositions endowed with meaning, in a factual sense, but
not directly falsifiable by experience which may, however, deter-
mine their domain of applicability.

In this way, while philosophical propositions may be distin-
guished from metaphysical propositions devoid of meaning, they
are perfectly differentiated from the empirical ones of the natural
(and social) sciences which must satisfy the further requirement of
falsifiability and from the analytic ones of the formal sciences de-
void of any factual meaning and completely insensitive to experi-

€nce.
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