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Verification: The Hysteron Proteron Argument
Francis Jeffry Pelletier and Bernard Linsky

This paper investigates the strange case of an argument that was
directed against a positivist verification principle. We find an
early occurrence of the argument in a talk by the phenomenolo-
gist Roman Ingarden at the 1934 International Congress of Phi-
losophy in Prague, where Carnap and Neurath were present and
contributed short rejoinders. We discuss the underlying presup-
positons of the argument, and we evaluate whether the attempts
by Carnap (especially) actually succeed in answering this argu-
ment. We think they don’t, and offer instead a few sociological
thoughts about why the argument seems to have disappeared
from the profession’s evaluaton of the positivist criterion of ver-
ifiability.
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Verification: The Hysteron Proteron
Argument

Francis Jeffry Pelletier and Bernard Linsky

1. Introduction

We team-taught a Philosophy of Language course in Fall 2015
using (in addition to other works) Lycan (2008) as a textbook.
We were struck by this “Objection 2” that Lycan raised against
verifiability theories of meaning:

Suppose we look at a given string of words, and ask whether or not
it is verifiable, and if so what would verify it. In order to do that,
we already have to know what the sentence says; how could we
know whether it was verifiable unless we knew what it says?...

But, if we already know what our sentence says, then there is
something that it says. And to that extent, it already is meaningful.
Thus, the question of verifiability and verification conditions is
conceptually posterior to knowing what the sentence means; it
seems we have to know what a sentence means in order to know
how to verify it. But that is just the opposite of what the Verification
Theory says. (Lycan 2008, 101)

This prompted us to investigate the provenance of this objection,
which we had not heard before, and we discovered that its history
does not seem to have been systematically investigated. This
paper is an account of what we’ve found.!

1Thanks go especially to Bill Lycan for his encouragement to undertake this
effort. Although he had said that “So far as I know the objection is all mine”,
he encouraged us to investigate, saying “I'd be delighted to hear that Susanne
Langer or someone had said it.”

2. The History of the Argument

The most explicit version of this objection seems to be in Isaiah
Berlin’s (1939), which is in the Proceedings of the Aristotelian Soci-
ety, and thus one supposes, came into the consciousness of the
British philosophical community that year. Perhaps the War took
philosophers’ minds off that topic, since it seems quite difficult to
locate in the 1950s-1960s, and indeed even in the present. In any
case, we use Berlin’s description as our name for the argument:

The most obvious objection to this doctrine [of a Verificationist the-
ory of meaning], which critics were not slow to urge, was that this
formulation involved a glaring hysteron proteron; for before I could
think of possible ways of verifying a given statement I first must
know what the statement means, otherwise there could be nothing
for me to verify. How can I ask whether a group of symbols asserts
a truth or a falsehood if I am not certain of what it means, or indeed
whether it means anything at all? Surely, therefore, understanding
what the sentence means—what proposition it expresses—must in
some sense be prior to the investigation of its truth, and cannot be
defined in terms of the possibility of such an investigation—on the
contrary the latter must be defined in terms of it. (Berlin 1939, 228)

Berlin thinks of this as an “obvious objection”, although he does
not cite any names of the “critics [who] were not slow to urge”
this objection. As we mentioned, it is difficult to find this objec-
tion mentioned in the standard (even the sophisticated!) textbook
discussions of the verifiability principle. It is not mentioned in
Soames (2004) for instance, and as we mentioned above, was
thought by Lycan to be a new comment on the principle. But
while there maybe were not enough published works to justify
calling this “the most obvious objection”, there were in fact a few
writers in the British and American journals of the late 1920s—
1940 who urged this objection, or something similar to it.2 (Even

2We went through the (American) journals Journal of Philosophy and Philo-
sophical Review, as well as the (British) journals Mind, Analysis, Proceedings of
the Aristotelian Society, and Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society supplementary
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though these voices seem not to have seeped into the conscious-
ness of more modern analytic philosophy.)

The earliest version that we have discovered is by the American
pragmatist C. I. Lewis in his book Mind and the World Order:3

We must first be in possession of criteria which tell us what expe-
rience would answer what questions, and how, before observation
and experiment can tell us anything.* (Lewis 1929, 259):

Additionally, we have discovered a few other occurrences of what
might be the hysteron proteron argument, although some of these
few—especially the Russell and Lazerowitz ones—require a bit
of “charity” or a previous “sensitization” to that argument, to see
it as present in them. Perhaps the quotations from MacDonald
and Schlick below will strike one almost as strongly as the just-
given version of the hysteron proteron argument in Berlin, but the
others are admittedly a stretch. We give further discussion of
these quotations below in §4.

What always puzzles me on this view is, how do I know what expe-
riences will verify what propositions? I must be able to recognize
the brownness of the table, and that depends on past experience.
Unless I first know what to look for, how can I verify anything at
all? ... Imust know what experience would verify my propositions;
I must first understand them before I can prove them true. They
would seem, then, not to be identical procedures. (MacDonald

1934, 145-46)

You cannot even start verifying before you know the meaning, i.e.,

volumes. We list here the few that we found. Although there were plenty of
articles that discussed the verifiability principle, no other ones appear to men-
tion this particular concern.

3The connection to Pragmatism forms a separate strand in the longer version
of our work. Lewis had various thoughts about the Hysteron Proteron argument,
some in his (1934) and many further in his (1941).

“Lewis was here talking about the Pragmatist’s view according to which it
was their connection to, or relations with, experiences that was relevant to the
meaning of sentences, rather than the Postivist’s account, which relies on (a
suitable sense of) “observation”.

before you have established the possibility of verification.> (Schlick
1936, 349)

Mr. Ayer refuses to discuss the problem of meaning, but in the
absence of some discussion of this question it is difficult to see how
he can know that a form of words “records an observation”. Does
he know anything about the occurrence except the form of words?
If not, how does he know that the words describe the occurrence?
If yes, what is the nature of this non-verbal knowledge? And when
some empirical proposition is verified by an occurrence, what is
the relation between the occurrence and the proposition, and how
is it known? (Russell 1936, 543)

Obviously the philosopher’s hearer will know “what he is telling
him” only if he understands the sentence s that the philosopher is us-
ing, which of course entails that s has literal meaning. (Lazerowitz

1938, 36)

Other than these comments, it is very difficult to find the hysteron
proteron argument in the British and American journals of the
1930s time frame.

3. What is the Hysteron Proteron Argument?

Suppose you are an underwater cave diver exploring some caves
near Karaginsky Island off the Kamchatka coast. As you surface
into a large underground cavern and pull yourself up onto a
rocky bench, you see some sort of scratch-marks on the walls.
You think they look out of place in such a cavern located in such
an untrodden area, and you wonder if some early inhabitant
of the area perhaps found a way into this now-hidden place
and scratched some message on the walls...perhaps “Zhdan

5We discuss this article in a somewhat more broad setting in our con-
cluding section, §12. This article is, among other things, Schlick’s reaction to
Lewis (1934), presumably trying to show a similarity between Positivism and
Pragmatism in this regard. We give some further details about the relation-
ship between these two papers (and also Carnap 1936—37) in our concluding
section, and also discuss it further in §4.
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was here” in some unknown language. But as you look closer
you can see no incontrovertible evidence of a regularity in the
scratches and you begin to consider the hypothesis that it is just
an unusual, but naturally created, marking on the wall, and not
a sentence of any language. As can be seen, the problem set is
one of determining whether some physical object is an instance
of language. So we call this the “language vs. some ‘natural’
process problem.”

In some works the question is posed with more detail by,
for instance, imagining that the wind sweeps sand off a beach
and deposits in the form of some perfect English inscription.
Here the question is whether such an inscription is or is not an
English sentence. The general consensus is that this would not
in fact be a sentence of English, and is usually thought not to
be because its provenance or causal history does not include an
intelligence that intended to make such a sentence. The literature
also contains alleged cases of spoken utterances of sentences that
are ambiguous as to which language they belong to, because they
sound the same in each language. It is usually thought that the
intentions of the speaker determine which language the sounds
belong to, and that it is not a sentence of the other language
despite the fact that it could be understood as such by a listener
of that language who does not know the relevant facts about
intentions. In the literature surrounding some discussions of
verification, this is put as the question about writing: “How
can we tell whether a certain collection of mounds of ink is
a sentence of language X?” (Where the X is known, unlike the
earlier question of whether it is in a language at all.) We will
refer to this problem as “the mounds of ink problem”. This is
a subtype of the “language vs. some natural process problem”,
but where the indistinct scratches are replaced with what to all
appearances seems physically to be identical to a sentence of
some particular language and is recognized as such.

Once the mounds of ink are classified as a particular sentence
of some language, the question arises as to what that sentence

means (in that language). This is a problem raised by very many
theorists over the decades surrounding our period of interest.
Ramsey (1923, 468ff.), for instance, takes Wittgenstein to be dis-
cussing the relation between a propositional sign and a thought,
and explicates it with the help of Peirce’s type/token distinction.
“A proposition is a type whose instances consist of all proposi-
tional sign tokens which have in common, not a certain appear-
ance, but a certain sense.” And Lewis (1929; 1934) holds that it
is the memory of past experiences that give meaning to present
sentences, or rather to the words that make up the sentences. We
call this the “meaning determination problem.”

Ramsey also remarks that if we can answer the question of
what it means for a propositional token to have a certain sense,
then “we incidentally solve the problem of truth; or rather it is
already evident that there is no such problem. For if a thought or
proposition token ‘p” says p, then it is called true if p, and false if
~p.” And as might be gathered from Ramsey’s understanding of
Wittgenstein, he might also think that we are just “shown” what
a sentence means, and so there is no problem of how we come
to recognize it as having a certain meaning, or truth conditions.®

We sum this all up by indicating where it is in all this that
we see the Hysteron Proteron argument being situated. We say
that in going from scratches on the wall to knowledge of what is
involved with a sentence’s surroundings, there are at least four
discernible stages (discernible at least by analysis even if they
might merge into one another in any particular case). And the
analysis is directional: each later stage presumes that the for-
mer stages have been decided. (Of course, in a normal course

¢It is an interesting question whether Ramsey’s theory of truth in his later
writings (Ramsey 1990) can deal with the issue of the Hysteron Proteron, al-
though this is outside the ambit of the present paper, since he didn’t explicitly
mention or say anything that would clearly deal with the argument. For a
general survey of Ramsey’s position on truth, with some possible connections
to the present topic, see Rumfitt (2011), which discusses many of Ramsey’s
works from the period (collected in Ramsey 1990, 1991).
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of events the stages (1) and (2) are just presumed to be com-
mon knowledge. But perhaps it would be instructive to follow
through the full list in some less obvious situation.)

(1) How can one determine whether a physical manifestation
is a piece of language? (The Language vs. Natural Process
problem.)

(2) Having determined that it is a piece of some language, how
does one determine which piece of what language it is? (The
Mounds of Ink problem.)

(3) Having determined that it is some specific piece of a particu-
lar language, how do we determine what that piece means?
(The Meaning Determination problem.)

(4) Having determined what the piece means in the language,
how might we determine a truth value for it? (The Verifia-
bility problem.)

(5) Having determined the truth conditions, how should we
determine whether it is or isn’t true? (The Truth problem.)

The rhetorical or “logical” fallacy that is classically called hys-
teron proteron is where the order of some accounting of events or
of a progression of reasoning gives a mistaken statement of the
actual or logical order. Thus “We heard and saw the lightning
bolt” might be accused of a hysteron proteron because the order of
description of the events does not match the order of the natural
events. A circular argument might be accused of a hysteron pro-
teron because the parts cannot be put into a linear order. Berlin
called the verification theory of meaning a hysteron proteron be-
cause he found that the claim that the meaning of a statement
was its method of verification” did not follow the natural order
of needing to understand the sentence before being able to verify
it.

So in our list of stages, the Berlin version of the argument is
that the Verifiability Theory puts (4) either before or at the same

’Or modifications to account for weaker claims such as “is meaningful if it
is verifiable”.

(logical) time as (3)...out of order with the logical stream of
events (and perhaps also with the temporal course of nature).
But this leaves open the possibility of other hysteron proteron
arguments about the entire procedure. For example, perhaps
some theory claims to be able to determine the actual truth or
falsity of a sentence without having to first determine its truth
conditions. Or for another example, it might be thought by some
theorist that one can determine the truth value of a sentence
independently of its verifiability, by finding that it is written in a
revered work, and thus it must be true—whether or not we can
verify it. (Or indeed, regardless of what it means.)

The usual understanding of a Verifiability Criterion of Mean-
ing (as for instance in Ayer 1936, 1946) is to merge steps (3) and
(4), denying that one “comes before” the other in temporal or
conceptual priority. If that merger can be substantiated, then
the hysteron proteron argument of course will have no force. It is
against the possibility of this merger that the Lycan, Berlin, and
MacDonald versions take the time to add “we have to already
know what the sentence says” (Lycan), and “I must first know
what the statement means” (Berlin), and “I must know what to
look for [before] I can verify anything” (MacDonald). So, a part
of the positivist rebuttal of the Hysteron Proteron argument must
also show that these claims are false.

In our discussion below we also describe Carnap’s contention
that not only are (3) and (4) conceptually contemporaneous, but
also they are contemporaneous with (5) and also with (2). Our
overall claim is that Carnap does not make good on these con-
ceptual identifications, at least not during the period that we are
discussing. The question of whether a move to a “holistic” pic-
ture of verifiability as confirmability of a theory “as a whole” (as
the later Carnap and the other later positivists are usually seen
as advocating) will allow such an identification is something that
is beyond the scope of this paper.

Carnap often demands that “the metaphysician” be required
to “state what observational consequences the (offending term
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that is being introduced) has”. But while that may carry the day
against someone who adds a new word to existing vocabulary,
it does not tell against ordinary words that are already in use
in ordinary language. Consider a sentence made up exclusively
in that manner, for example “That colourful butterfly used to
be an ugly brown pupa”. How is this sentence to be verified?
Well, you find that butterfly and (try to) trace its history; or
perhaps you fall back on general knowledge of the history of
individual butterflies; or maybe you cite some statements about
the developmental trajectory of butterflies. And there can be
arguments as to which way is best as a method of verification for
the sentence.

But it needs to be asked: why do you do any of those actions,
in preference (say) to looking at a nearby wall to see its colour, or
continue to watch the butterfly to see if it becomes a humming-
bird, or any of an infinity of other possible actions? The answer
is that you already know the meaning of the sentence. What you
do not know is its truth value. You have already passed step
(3) in our ordering above and are now investigating steps (4)
and (5). To insist that verifying the sentence in one way is better
than some other way without knowing its meaning already, is to
commit the hysteron proteron fallacy.

4. Some Comments on the Previous Quotations

Immediately after the quotation we gave from Berlin (1939), he
continues with “But this objection is not as formidable as it
looks.” However, we find his remarks that are intended to show
this not to be very convincing at all. He says:

A supporter of the theory may reply that what he means by the
expression “to know the means of the verification of p” is knowing
in what circumstances one would judge the group of symbols “p” to
convey something which was or was not the case; adding that what
one means by saying that one understands a given sentence, or that

the sentence has meaning, is precisely this, that one can conceive

of a state of affairs such that if it is the case—exists—the sentence
in question is the proper, conventionally correct description of it,
i.e., the proposition expressed by the sentence is true, while if it is
not the case, the proposition expressed is false. To understand a
sentence—to certify it as expressing a given proposition—is thus
equivalent to knowing how I should set about to look for the state
of affairs which, if the state of affairs exists, it correctly describes. To
say that a sentence is intelligible, i.e. that it expresses a proposition,
without specifying what the proposition s, is to say that I know that
I could set about to look for the relevant situation without saying
what kind of situation it is. It follows that any sentence such that I
can conceive of no experience of which it is the correct description,
is for me meaningless. (Berlin 1939, 228)

This seems inadequate in two different dimensions. First, it
seems to be vacillating between claiming fo know what circum-
stances lead one to judge p to be true and which to judge it false,
and to conceive circumstances such that if they be the case then
the sentence is the correct description of those circumstances. Of
course, under the usual conditions where one knows something,
then it is true. So knowing what circumstances would lead one
to judge it true or false simply begs the question. If you don’t
understand the sentence, how can you know what the “proper”
and “relevant” circumstances are? Secondly, there seems to be a
further vacillation between a sentence’s being the conventionally
correct description of a given or imagined state of affairs and the
sentence’s being meaningful for me. We think the latter notion—
being meaningful for me—is not in accord with the general out-
look of the positivists. They would not be content with allowing
metaphysicians to claim that “The Absolute apprehends Being”
is meaningful for them because they can conceive of the relevant
experience even if others can’t. The discussions in the positivist
literature about such sentences do not conclude that such sen-
tences are “meaningful for the metaphysician but not for us”.
They conclude with “they are not meaningful.”

Additionally, we might also repeat our claim made at the end
of §3: if you do not know the meaning of a sentence, you will not
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know what experiences are confirmatory and which are discon-
firmatory for that sentence. You will not know whether to watch
anearby wall to see if it changes colour in order to confirm “That
colourful butterfly used to be an ugly brown pupa.” Nor will
you be able to say that the butterfly’s flitting away is irrelevant to
the meaning of that sentence. At least, not if we are talking—as
we wish to be—about “the proper, conventionally correct de-
scription of [the state of affairs] expressed by the sentence” if it
is true.

The particular occurrence in Lewis (1929) that we cited in §2
of what appears to be the Hysteron Proteron argument is actually
directed in a different direction than that of Berlin and Lycan, as
well as being different from some of Lewis’s later ruminations,
especially in Lewis (1941). In the 1929 context, Lewis’s concern
was to distinguish pragmatism from “scientism”; in particular
he is concerned to show that science requires a careful inventory
of meanings and concepts before it can proceed. As an example
of his worry, immediately prior to the quote given in §2, he says:

However much the give and take between the purposes of sci-
ence and discovered fact may contribute to alter the procedure by
which those aims are sought, and may induce new basic principles
and categories, still the naming, classifying, defining activity is at
each step prior to the investigation. We cannot even interrogate ex-
perience without a network of categories and definitive concepts.
(Lewis 1929, 259)

Despite this apparent focus away from the Hysteron Proteron,
we mention Lewis’s statement because it seems to have been
the impetus for Margaret MacDonald’s (1934) remarks that we
cited just afterwards and will discuss next. Furthermore, as we
remark in footnote 34 below, Lewis’s book was also the impetus
for a course that Berlin and John Austin taught together in the
late 1930s, and might therefore have had some causal influence
on Berlin’s (1939) account that we quoted in §2.

The goal of MacDonald’s paper is stated in its first sentence:
“to discuss one or two points arising out of the view held by cer-

tain modern philosophers that the whole meaning of a proposi-
tion is given in a set of conditional propositions about the expe-
riences which would verify it.” It is clear that she is concerned
with “the doctrine of the Vienna Circle” and cites lectures given
by Schlick in London during 1932. On the other hand, she reg-
ularly cites works of Peirce in her exposition of the doctrine,
apparently thinking that there is a strong similarity between
Peircian pragmatism and the then-current Viennese positivism.
We should also remember that Lewis’s pragmatism was also one
of the “modern doctrines” of the era. The portion of the article
immediately prior to the sentences we quoted in §2 sounds very
much as though itis directed at pragmatism as well as positivism.
Additionally, the last two-thirds of the paper concerns Lewis and
pragmatism almost exclusively. Just prior to the quotation in §2
she says :

...to say that I know the “meaning” of “S” is simply to say that I
know what “S” is being used to represent. And if I know what “S”
isbeing used to represent I understand “S.” I understand a proposi-
tion when I am acquainted with those objects (including properties)
which enable me to “construct” the situation which would make
the proposition true and to recognize this situation if presented.
When the proposition is true, i.e., whether an arrangement of ob-
jects such as [ have “constructed” does in fact exist does not depend
on my understanding of the proposition. To discover whether the
proposition is true I must look for the relevant evidence. That is to
say, I must justify or “verify” the proposition. Thus truth and fal-
sity depend upon what there is in the world, while understanding
and verification depend upon my knowledge of what there is in the
world. But for the philosophers we are discussing, the meaning of
a proposition is the method of its verification. ... When I say that
“this table is brown,” what I mean (or, part of what I mean) is that
if I get into the appropriate situation I shall see a brown expanse
which I regard as part of the table’s surface, and the word “brown”
is a prescription for the performing of this experiment on every occa-
sion of its use. . . . [These experiences] will all relate to a time future
to that at which I make an assertion about the table. (MacDonald

1934, 144—45)
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Itisin this context that MacDonald cites the remark from Lewis
that we quoted above. She continues the article by remarking on
(what she takes to be) the “most curious” feature of this view:
“the position of propositions about that past which is beyond
the reach of living memory. For what future action or experience
of mine can constitute the whole meaning of such assertions as
‘Queen Elizabeth died in 1603'? or “The plesiosaurus once lived
upon the earth?”

As can be seen from an inspection of the literature in the
British philosophy journals of the 1930s and later, the issue of
“truth about the past” loomed large in the argumentation about
the principle of verification. And the remainder of MacDonald’s
article (148-56) is mostly a critique of Lewis and the pragma-
tist theory of meaning. (Much of it arguing that pragmatism
has the same flaws as the positivist theory, at least in regard to
verifying claims about the past.) She concludes her article by
emphasizing the similarities between these two theories, and
hoping “to find some interpretation of propositions about the
past which. .. would avoid some of the paradoxes which seem
involved in the positivist-pragmatist view.”

It may strike one as ironic or in some other way peculiar for
us to cite Schlick as presenting the Hysteron Proteron argument,
since, after all, isn’t this supposed to be a consideration against
positivism? And isnt Schlick the head of the Vienna Circle?
We will discuss the circumstances surrounding Schlick (1936) in
§12, but we should say a few words here to explain the present
peculiarity. Although we see the Schlick material quoted above
as a clear instance of the Hysteron Proteron argument, of the type
that Lycan and Berlin put forward, this was not the focus Schlick
himself put that consideration towards, at least not at this point
in the article.

Schlick (1936) is a response to Lewis (1934), and to a large
extent addresses a particular difference between (what Schlick

takes to be®) positivism and (what some have thought to be)
pragmatism on the issue of meaning. Schlick says, shortly before
the quotation we cite in §2:

Any judgment about empirical possibility is based on experience
and will often be rather uncertain; there will be no sharp boundary
between possibility and impossibility. . . . Is the possibility of veri-
fication which we insist upon of this empirical sort? In that case
there would be different degrees of verifiability, the question of
meaning would be a matter of more or less, not a matter of yes or
no. In many disputes concerning our issue it is the empirical pos-
sibility of verification which is discussed; the various examples of
verifiability given by Professor Lewis, e.g. are instances of different
empirical circumstances in which the verification is carried out or
prevented from being carried out.. .. A proposition is presented to
us ready made, and in order to discover its meaning we have to
try various methods of verifying or falsifying it, and if one of these
methods works we have found the meaning of the proposition. . . If
we really had to proceed in this [empirical] way, it is clear that the
determination of meaning would be entirely a matter of experience,
and that in many cases no sharp and ultimate decision could be ob-
tained. How could we ever know that we had tried long enough,
if none of our methods were successful? Might not future efforts
disclose a meaning which we were unable to find before?

This whole conception is, of course, entirely erroneous. It speaks
of meaning as if it were a kind of entity inherent in a sentence and
hidden in it like a nutin its shell. .. [A] proposition cannot be given
‘ready made’; meaning does not inhere in a sentence where it might
be discovered, but [rather] it must be bestowed upon it. And this is
done by applying to the sentence the rules of the logical grammar
of our language. . . These rules are not facts of nature which could
be ‘discovered’, but they are prescriptions stipulated by acts of

8Since Schlick’s article is a bit later than the positivism of the period we are
generally concerned with (1930-1935), it is not so clear to us how closely his
account here follows that of Carnap in the same period. Carnap’s own writ-
ings changed rather strikingly with the appearance of his (1936-37). Schlick
(1936) was published in the July 1936 issue of Philosophical Review—shortly
after Schlick’s murder by Johann Nelbock on 22 June 1936. The most detailed
account of this assassination is Stadler (2001, part 2, secs. 3-3.2).
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definition. And these definitions have to be known to those who
pronounce the sentence in question and to those who hear or read
it. Otherwise they are not confronted with any proposition at all,
and there is nothing they could try to verify, because you can’t
verify or falsify a mere row of words. (Schlick 1936, 348—49)

We see here a clear distinction being drawn between two meth-
ods of “verification”—thought by Schlick to distinguish pos-
itivism from some versions of pragmatism.® A