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JONATHAN WESTPHAL

Ajdukiewicz’s Anti-lrrationalism

ABSTRACT. There is a danger to Ajdukiewicz's martial metaphor for the role of anti-
irrationalism. This danger may be rooted in the historical situation of the appearance of
anti-irrationalism. “Logistic Anti-Irrationalism in Poland” was published in 1934, one
year after theErmachtigungsgesetin Germany. Ajdukiewicz formulates anti-irratio-
nalism in three forceful and different but perhaps inconsistent ways: (i) propositions can
be “acknowledged” only if they are verifiable and are expressed with “linguistic preci-
sion”; (ii) the true method of philosophy is the scientific method; (iii) the true method
of philosophy is the logistical one. Yet Ajdukiewicz's own defence of anti-irrationalism
is a pragmatic one. Pragmatism has a normative and relativistic component, as
Ajdukiewicz expressed it the aim of a “a modest and controlled society” that would
exclude mystics and “people who have unusual experiences”. Nevertheless, Ajdukie-
wicz’s defence of anti-irrationalism implies incommensurability, as Giedymin’s logical
empiricism does not.
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I came to know and admire the philosopher Jerzy Giedymin, himself
a student of Kazimierz Ajdukiewicz, in 1975 or 1976 | think, when
Giedymin was teaching at the University of Sussex. | remember that his
office was in the School of Mathematical and Physical Sciences, across
campus from all of the other philosophers in the Arts Building. Giedymin’s
office was quite cramped, but extremely neat. His course attracted three
MA students, and one soon dropped out. | believe John Krige may have
been the second remaining student. | seem to remember that the class was
devoted to the topic of logical empiricism, but here again my memory may
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be deceiving me. Giedymin insisted on referringlégical empiricism”,
not to “logical positivism”, and it took me a white understand what this
was all about. | had studied in a seminar at Harvath A.J. Ayer some
years earlier, but had not appreciated any differdretween logical posi-
tivism and logical empiricism. At Sussex | connectbe distinction for
some odd and irrelevant reason with the reputesbpat distance between
Giedymin and the other Sussex philosophers. Thigy “#zgical positiv-
ism”, he said “logical empiricism”. | knew that, tbuknew about this dis-
tance only through student hearsay. The hearsaypwadmmbly completely
false, as Giedymin was merely a very private sbrhan, in that way ra-
ther English.

That year | also attended the lectures of Paulraegad, who was any-
thing but a private man. The lectures were abslylygacked, taking up
one of the largest lecture halls on campus. | kiighe or nothing about
Feyerabend except that he was an “epistemologicatchist’, though
| had no idea what that was. | wanted to find ddbund his lectures dis-
organized and dull, except for what he said abown® Snell and the
Greeks. During the first lectures | took the oppoitly to sleep, on the
bench highest up, near the door, and furthest filanlecturer. At some
point Feyerabend somehow noticed me, and in thellmidf the lecture
strode up the steps to me, with his uneven gaitesmdane, demanding to
know what on earth | thought | was doing. | satamg cheekily replied
that | was an epistemological anarchist, and ld@apted an epistemology
of sleep, like Kekulé. In a fury he threw me outtioé class. So all | got
was Bruno Snell and the Greeks. | honestly didritdnl continued to
attend Giedymin’s classes.

After that eventful term was over | did not talk@edymin again, and
saw him only once, at a distance, when he wasiobaar Sussex Universi-
ty meeting of the British Society for the Philosgpbf Science in the
1980s. | had nevertheless learned something abolishPphilosophy
through him, and | bought AjdukiewiczRroblems and Theories of Phi-
losophy,which had been published by the Cambridge UniweRiess in
English two years earlier (1973), in the transhkaid the 1949 Polish orig-
inal by Henryk Skolimowski and Anthony Quinton.
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I enjoyed reading Ajdukiewicz’'s book, perhaps beeaaf what came
across as a pleasant kind of courteous vaguenabke the more cut-
throat and linguistically precise English philosgghat | was studying at
the time. | also appreciated his reasonablenessehnisitivity to the reality
of philosophical problems, and an obvious affectionthese problems,
even for the metaphysical ones, and his occasioaalique or scholastic
or academicist or Kantian kind of terminology, étample the description
of “one who denies that the subject is capableoofggbeyond its own imma-
nent sphere in its cognitive acts” as ‘ilammanent epistemological idealist
[Ajdukiewicz, 1973, p. 51] — why, though, | wondey@aot just ascepti@

How could Ajdukiewicz on the one hand follow thethwls of anti-
irrationalism, dedicated in part to wiping out nptgsics, and on the other
respect and know the existing problems so well?ehesecretly and with
some measure of guilt actually liked the respegtlioit in the various
three-word philosophical positions, though for Esitglreasons | disap-
proved of ism-ism in general. Here (I thought) walkedymin we are in the
calm and thoughtful world of the academic evaluatd theories and ide-
as, personified by Giedymin himself, in his tidyiodé, not in the intense
and noisy political irrationalism of the campuseasitawas in those days,
during and following the Vietham War, nor in the stgriously cool and
mystical negativity of linguistic philosophy.

| had no conscious awareness of Ajdukiewicatsti-irrationalism,
though | suppose it may have been a part of whadlydnin was teaching.
If I heard it stated, or if | had noticed it in Ajkiewicz's book, | would
have felt very uneasy about the idea that ratigreadteptable propositions
must be intersubjectively communicable and testabiés sort of thesis
cries out for a counterexample, even more thanethen less plausible
positivist version that demarcates propositions tizae meaning, because
they are verifiable, from those that do not, beeatgy are unverifiable.
I was not at all interested in rubber-stampingsa df propositions to be
certified as “rationally acceptable”. That wouldveastruck my ear as con-
taining plenty of cotton wool and more than a lofta political agenda,
even Gleichschaltung a word that, though my German was only mildly
functional, | had gleaned from J.L. Austir@nse and Sensibilia only
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learned subsequently what a terrible punch Austistrhave intended it to
carry, in the period after the war when when he gramg his lectures, as
he most certainly knew the word’s political meanargl history. It is terri-
fying in part because an evil and complex thougid been created by
making up a word. But obviously there is also et Df all that took place
after 1933, the date of the passing of Emmachtigungsgeseiz Germany.

Even if rationally acceptable propositions mustritersubjectively veri-
fiable, to whom are they to be “rationally accepeéd Rational people? But
even rational people do sometimes if not often fimational propositions
more than acceptable, even rationally acceptaliley Tare as fallible as
anyone else. And besides, acceptable when, anchttrpurpose?

The voice of the rationalist is a sound social tieag it is an act of self-defence by
society against the dangers of being dominated rippntrollable forces among

which may be both a saint proclaiming a revelatisrwell as a madman affirming
the products of a sick imagination and finally aud who wants to convert others
to his views for the sake of his egoistic and urtiwppurposes. It is better to rely
on the safe but modest nourishment of reason thdear of missing the voice of

‘Truth’, to let oneself be fed with all sorts ofaamtrollable nourishment which may be
more often poisonous than healthy and benefid@ukiewicz, 1973, p. 49]

It is hard not to sympathize with the (one suspdatadly meant pic-
ture of “the sound social reaction” and society&elf-defence” against
madmen and frauds. But why the metaphor of attadkdefence? Why the
call to arms? It is | think equally hard not to $ke danger of the transfor-
mation of such a picture into a doctrine advocatindiealthy society
against a sick or fraudulent one. The merits of thew are real enough,
but the urge to express them as a doctrine to mylgated in society is
troubling. And the medical concept of the “sick giraation” is a striking
one. Even more troubling, to me, is the view of diné-irrationalist, as the
defender of the faith and the rooter out of thogh rational and “unwor-
thy” purposesQuis custodiet ipsos custoes

At the root of the trouble is the view that ther®uld be something
called anti-irrationalism, that it should counter irrationalism in all its
forms, and that the principle of verification, @msething like it, should be
the demarcation between the sense of rationalighttennonsense of irra-



Ajdukiewicz’s Anti-Irrationalism 13

tionalism. Why is such a doctrine called for? Wtot just stay with the
amiable rationalism? Adding the German historicaitext, one can imag-
ine well enough, though this is pure speculatiolmy wn 1934 Ajdukiewicz
would have wished to publish “Logistic Anti-Irratialism in Poland”,
which argues “that only such propositions can denawledged which are
justified in a way that can be verified, alidguistic precisiofi [Ajdu-
kiewicz, 1934, p. 241].

A little later in the same piece, however, Ajdukiezvdescribes Bren-
tano’s anti-irrationalism as a commitment to theomishing doctrine that
the true method of philosophy is none other thansttientific one — aston-
ishing becausexperimentis essential to the scientific method, but not to
philosophy. At the end of the lecture, Ajdukiewierso more or less
equates anti-irrationalism with the “infus[ion] lofgistics”, i.e. the use of
formal methods, or more narrowly the use of unpreted or partially
interpreted calculi, which is surely something eli@int again. So
Ajdukiewicz gives us three different and inconsistermulations of anti-
irrationalism, at least inconsistent on the surfaBéilosophical anti-
irrationalism is: (i) precision and intersubjectierifiability; or (ii) the use
of the scientific method,; (iii) logistic method$would be a useful thing to
work through these three accounts to see whatlaeper level they might
have in common, if anything.

However this turns out, it is a very striking thitltgat Ajdukiewicz’'s
defence of rationalism, as he understood it, onisfmore assertive anti-
irrationalism, at least as we find it in Chapteof3roblems and Theories
of Philosophy,s apragmaticone.lt is dispiriting indeed to be invited to
accept god-like rationality on giantific pragmagjmunds, and for the ob-
vious reason: one can imagine circumstances inhwpmctically any
frightful thing can be justified pragmatically. Armhe man’s meat is an-
other man’s poison, so the pragmatic aims themselganot be taken for
granted. Perhaps you value security and sanitparety, and hard work,
but | value art and experimentation and privateeeigmce, and indolence.
You are a careful scientist, and | am a wild p&edm the point of view of
logical empiricism itself, the worry is or should that the content of what
we believe on a scientific basis should not berddteed by social or other
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outside forces, including the results of pragmdétberations. Yet here at
the heart of rationality is its military wing, antrationalism, being prom-
ulgated on the basis of a desire for a “modest”“aodtrolled” society, to

quote Ajdukiewicz, alarming ethical and politicabtions if ever there

were any.

There is no argument in “Logistic Anti-Irrationatisin Poland” in de-
fence of the doctrine. It is stated, certainlyhaitgh in the three ways de-
scribed above, but what is described is the apalitbr mostly apolitical
anti-irrationalist or “logistical'tendencyin Polish philosophy between the
wars, covering a multitude of philosophers and gielvis a briefhistory
of analytic philosophy in Poland. Nevertheless, fascinating account
Ajdukiewicz gives of Polish philosophy in the twergerations before 1934
surely does describe a movement of thought withetbimg of a self-
conscious mission. We know this if only becausdass an authority that
Ajdukiewicz himself felt justified in giving it one

For him this mission was most certainly directediagt “mystics of
all kinds” and “people who have peculiar kinds mperience called mysti-
cal ecstasies” [Ajdukiewicz, 1973, p. 48].

In these experiences they undergo revelations iohathey gain (not by means of
reasoning and scrupulous observation) subjectiktaingy, most often as to the ex-
istence of a deity, they experience its existersc#d face to face, they receive di-
rect instructions, admonitions and orders fronPé&ople who undergo such experi-
ences cannot be argued out of their convictionhef tertainty of knowledge
gained in states of ecstasy; and they are eversteden by the judgments of ra-
tionalists about their faith.

There is a kind of incommensurability here, thowagpractical rather
than a theoretical one. Ajdukiewicz is exaggeratfiog effect, however,
and there are plenty of very thoughtful religiowdidvers who are willing
to entertain doubt and argument, sometimes or eften with disastrous
effects for their faith. Such people are looking dcrational foundation for
their faith, whether or not they find one. An ohwsoand interesting exam-
ple is the *“inner light which God himself kindle"On the True
Theologica Mystica”) of Leibniz, who was about asam of a rationalist
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as one could be. It may be thatRmnoblems and Theories of Philosophy
Ajdukiewicz was arguing against his pre-1945 saif, Ajdukiewicz who
was a linguistic relativist, even and perhaps dsfigbecause an example
of the relativistic language was the language afrge itself. Similarly,
there are plenty of scientific people who gain rthiespiration from what
they regard as knowledge and insight given in aticslsor dreamlike
state. Kekulé’s “discovery”, as he called it, whalgleep, of the structure of
the benzene ring is only a very well-known exam@leother may be
Leibniz’'s idea, in therheologica Mysticathat Selbstweseor being and
Unwesenor nothingness must manifest themselves in numizerd, his
subsequent creation of binary and therefore modadghmetic from 1
(Weseh and 0 Unweseip Could Ajdukiewicz to have avoided the issue
altogether, and not to have characterized ratismaby tying it to a mili-
tant and schematic anti-irrationalism that woulsnelate such discover-
ies? He might have been less liable to draw theatare of the anti-
irrationalist Scientist and the irrationalist Beke butting heads at the end
of Chapter 3 ofProblems and Theories of Philosopifijne had there at-
tacked the question, on its merits, of the truthingfuistic or meaning rela-
tivism, or whatever other genuine philosophicalgjiom was for him at the
center of the question of the truth of the Viennessfiability principle
and its Polish analogues.

Instead he indulges in sociological arguments agairationalism, the
standard of which would hardly have satisfied hinhis own area of spe-
cialization, for example the following one.

People usually accept religious beliefs under tiieénce of the environment in
which they grow up: their faith usually has a ttadtial character, is ‘the faith of
their fathers’ in which they are immersed from dhivod without any effort on
their part to examine their beliefs or opinions.yCamfew individuals try to resolve
by their own reflection the problems to which reahgwers are given by the reli-
gious beliefs bequeathed by tradition. Now thetsngits are usually considered to
be a kind of philosophizing and they are usualtuded within the scope of met-
aphysics. In the practice of religious metaphysiome attempt to apply rational
methods, some apply irrational ones. The lattercatied mystics. [Ajdukiewicz,
1973, pp. 152-153]
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No argument at all and no evidence is given about the extent to which
‘people usually accept religious beliefs under the influence of the environ-
ment in which they grow up.’ Neither the form of this “cognition” nor its
content would survive the “sound social reaction” of the anti-irrationalist,
and we can only accept it on faith. How much evidence is there that faith is
“the faith of our fathers”? Do we actually have this evidence? Did
Ajdukiewicz?

Here is an argument by counterexample.

People usually accept scientific beliefs under the influence of the educational envi-
ronment in which they grow up: their scientific faith usually has a traditional char-
acter, is “the science of their professors” in which they are immersed from child-
hood without any effort on their part to examine their beliefs or opinions. Only
a few individuals try to resolve by their own reflection the problems to which
ready answers are given by the scientific beliefs bequeathed by tradition. Now the-
se attempts are usually considered to be a kind of philosophizing and they are usu-
ally included within the scope of metaphysics and philosophy of science. In the
practice of scientific metaphysics some attempt to apply rational methods, some
apply irrational ones. The latter are called mystics, for example, Einstein in his re-
jection of quantum mechanics.

I do not mean to suggest that science is irrational or that science is like
religion in all respects or in any respect. The point is only that the form of
Ajdukiewicz’s argument allows the counterexample. | enjoyed cultivating
the little garden of rational enquiries with Jerzy Giedymin in England
when | knew him, and following his work on the mistakes of “irrationalist”
philosophers of science like Feyerabend, in “Consolations for the Irratio-
nalist?” [1971] and “The Paradox of Meaning Variance” [1970]. In the
latter, for example, there is the careful and convincing derivation of the
conditional thatif the M-postulates and the E-postulates of a theory are in
principle indistinguishable, then the problem of whether under certain
changes in theories meanings of terms remain constant or mzhligle’
[Giedymin, 1970, p. 261], an inspiring conclusion but one unacceptable to
the irrationalist. Right here, | think, is where anti-irrationalism, or better its
less heated rational source, rationalism itself, should begin.
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