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The Subject-matter of Philosophy, 
and its Relations to the Special Sciences 

Charles Dunbar Broad

…I think that an intelligent scientist would put his case against Philosophy somewhat as 
follows. He would say: “Philosophers discuss such subjects as the existence of God, the 
immortality of the soul, and the freedom of the will. They spin out of their minds fanciful 
theories, which can neither be supported nor refuted by experiment. No two philosophers 
agree, and no progress is made. Philosophers are still discussing with great heat the same 
questions that they discussed in Greece thousands of years ago. What a poor show does 
this make when compared with mathematics or any of the natural sciences! Here there 
is continual steady progress; the discoveries of one age are accepted by the next, and 
become the basis for further advances in knowledge. There is controversy indeed, but it is 
fruitful controversy which advances the science and ends in definite agreement; it is not 
the aimless wandering in a circle to which Philosophy is condemned. Does this not very 
strongly suggest that Philosophy is either a mere playing with words, or that, if it has a 
genuine subject-matter, this is beyond the reach of human intelligence?” 

Our scientist might still further strengthen his case by reflecting on the past history 
of Philosophy and on the method by which it is commonly taught to students. He will 
remind us that most of the present sciences started by being mixed up with Philosophy, that 
so long as they kept this connexion they remained misty and vague, and that as soon as 
their fundamental principles began to be discovered they cut their disreputable associate, 
wedded the experimental method, and settled down to the steady production of a strapping 
family of established truths. Mechanics is a case in point. So long as it was mixed up 
with Philosophy it made no progress; when the true laws of motion were discovered by 
the experiments and reasoning of Galileo it ceased to be part of Philosophy and began to 
develop into a separate science. Does this not suggest that the subject-matter of Philosophv 
is just that ever diminishing fragment of the universe in which the scientist has not yet 
discovered laws, and where we have therefore to put up with guesses? Are not such guesses 
the best that Philosophy has to offer; and will they not be swept aside as soon as some man 
of genius, like Galileo or Dalton or Faraday, sets the subject on the sure path of science? 

Should our scientist talk to students of Philosophy and ask what happens at their lectures, 
his objections will most likely be strengthened. The answer may take the classical form: 
“He tells us what everyone knows in language that no one can understand.” But, even if the 
answer be not so unfavourable as this, it is not unlikely to take the form: “We hear about 
the views of Plato and Kant and Berkeley on such subjects as the reality of the external 
world and the immortality of the soul.” Now the scientist will at once contrast this with the 
method of teaching in his own subject, and will be inclined to say, if e.g., he be a chemist: 
“We learn what are the laws of chemical combination and the structure of the Benzene 
nucleus, we do not worry our heads as to what exactly Dalton thought or Kekule said. If 
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philosophers really know anything about the reality of the external world why do they not 
say straightforwardly that it is real or unreal, and prove it? The fact that they apparently 
prefer to discuss the divergent views of a collection of eminent ‘ back-numbers ‘ on the 
question strongly suggests that they know that there is no means of answering its and that 
nothing better than groundless personal opinions can be offered.” 

I have put these objections as strongly as I can, and I now propose to see just how 
much there is in them. First, as to the alleged unprogressive character of philosophy. This 
is, I think, an illusion; but it is a very natural one. Let us take the question of the reality 
of the external world as an example. Common sense says that chairs and tables exist 
independently of whether anyone happens to perceive them or not. We study Berkeley and 
find him claiming to prove that such things can only exist so long as they ate perceived 
by someone. Later on we read some modern realist, like Alexander, and we are told that 
Berkeley was wrong, and that chairs and tables can and do exist unperceived. We seem 
merely to have got back to where we started from, and to have wasted our time. But this is 
not really so, for two reasons. (i) What we believe at the end of the process and what we 
believed at the beginning are by no means the same, although we express the two beliefs 
by the same form of words. The original belief of common-sense was vague, crude and 
unanalysed. Berkeley’s arguments have forced us to recognise a number of distinctions and 
to define much more clearly what we mean by the statement that chairs and tables exist 
unperceived. What we find is that the original crude belief of common-sense consisted of 
a number of different beliefs, mixed up with each other. Some of these may be true and 
others false. Berkeley’s arguments really do refute or throw grave doubt on some of them, 
but they leave others standing. Now it may be that those which are left are enough to 
constitute a belief in the independent reality of external objects. If so this final belief in the 
reality of the external world is much clearer and subtler than the verbally similar belief with 
which we began. It has been purified of irrelevant factors, and is no longer a vague mass of 
different beliefs mixed up with each other. 

 (ii) Not only will our final belief differ in content from our original one, it will also 
differ in certainty. Our original belief was merely instinctive, and was at the mercy of any 
skeptical critic who chose to cast doubts on it. Berkeley has played this part. Our final 
belief is that part or that modification of our original one that has managed to survive his 
criticisms. This does not of course prove that it is true; there may be other objections to it. 
But, at any rate, a belief that has stood the criticisms of an acute and subtle thinker, like 
Berkeley, is much more likely to be true than a merely instinctive belief which has never 
been criticised by ourselves or anyone else. Thus the process which at first sight seemed to 
be merely circular has not really been so. And it has certainly not been useless; for it has 
enabled us to replace a vague belief by a clear and analyzed one, and a merely instinctive 
belief by one that has passed through the fire of criticism. 

The above example will suggest to us a part at least of what Philosophy is really 
about. Common-sense constantly makes use of a number of concepts, in terms of which it 
interprets its experience. It talks of things of various kinds; it says that they have places and 
dates, that they change, and that changes in one cause changes in others, and so on. Thus it 
makes constant use of such concepts or categories as thinghood, space, time, change, cause, 
etc. Science takes over these concepts from common-sense with but slight modification, 
and uses them in its work. Now we can and do use concepts without having any very 
clear idea of their meaning or their mutual relations. I do not of course suggest that to the 
ordinary man the words substance, cause, change, etc., are mere meaningless noises, like 
Jabberwock or Snark. It is clear that we mean something, and something different in each 
case, by such words. If we did not we could not use them consistently, and it is obvious 
that on the whole we do consistently apply and withhold such names. But it is possible to 
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apply concepts more or less successfully when one has only a very confused idea as to their 
meaning. No man confuses place with date, and for practical purposes any two men agree 
as a rule in the places that they assign to a given object. Nevertheless, if you ask them what 
exactly they mean by place and date, they will be puzzled to tell you. 

Now the most fundamental task of Philosophy is to take the concepts that we daily use 
in common life and science, to analyse them, and thus to determine their precise meanings 
and their mutual relations. Evidently this is an important duty. In the first place, clear 
and accurate knowledge of anything is an advance on a mere hazy general familiarity 
with it. Moreover, in the absence of clear knowledge of the meanings and relations of the 
concepts that we use, we are certain sooner or later to apply them wrongly or to meet with 
exceptional cases where we are puzzled as to how to apply them at all. For instance, we 
all agree pretty well as to the place of a certain pin which we are looking at. But suppose 
we go on to ask: “Where is the image of that pin in a certain mirror; and is it in this place 
(whatever it may be? in precisely the sense in which the pin itself is in its place?” We shall 
find the question a very puzzling one, and there will be no hope of answering it until we 
have carefully analysed what we mean by being in a place. 

Again, this task of clearing up the meanings and determining the relations of fundamental 
concepts is not performed to any extent by any other science. Chemistry uses the notion 
of substance, geometry that of space, and mechanics that of motion. But they assume that 
you already know what is meant by substance and space and motion. So you do in a vague 
way; and it is not their business to enter, more than is necessary for their own special 
purposes, into the meaning and relations of these concepts as such. Of course the special 
sciences do in some measure clear up the meanings of the concepts that they use. A chemist, 
with his distinction between elements and compounds and his laws of combination, has a 
clearer idea of substance than an ordinary layman. But the special sciences only discuss 
the meanings of their concepts so far as this is needful for their own special purposes. Such 
discussion is incidental to them, whilst it is of the essence of Philosophy, which deals with 
such questions for their own sake. Whenever a scientist begins to discuss the concepts of 
his science in this thorough and disinterested way we begin to say that he is studying, not 
so much Chemistry or Physics, as the Philosophy of Chemistry or Physics. It will therefore 
perhaps be agreed that, in the above sense of Philosophy, there is both room and need for 
such a study, and that there is no special reason to fear that it will be beyond the compass 
of human faculties. 

At this point a criticism may be made which had better be met at once. It may be said: 
“By your own admission the task of Philosophy is purely verbal; it consists entirely of 
discussions about the meanings of words.” This criticism is of course absolutely wide 
of the mark. When we say that Philosophy tries to clear up the meanings of concepts we 
do not mean that it is simply concerned to substitute some long phrase for some familiar 
word. Any analysis, when once it has been made, is naturally expressed in words; but so 
too is any other discovery. When Cantor gave his definition of Continuity, the final result of 
his work was expressed by saying that you can substitute for the word “continuous” such 
and such a verbal phrase. But the essential part of the work was to find out exactly what 
properties are present in objects when we predicate continuity of them, and what properties 
are absent when we refuse to predicate continuity. This was evidently not a question of 
words but of things and their properties. 

Philosophy has another and closely connected task. We not only make continual use 
of vague and unanalysed concepts. We have also a number of uncriticised beliefs, which 
we constantly assume in ordinary life and in the sciences. We constantly assume, e.g. that 
every event has a cause, that nature obeys uniform laws, that we live in a world of objects 
whose existence and behaviour are independent of our knowledge of them, and so on. 
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Now science takes over these beliefs without criticism from common-sense, and simply 
works with them. We know by experience, however, that beliefs which are very strongly 
held may be mere prejudices. Negroes find it very hard to believe that water can become 
solid, because they have always lived in a warm climate. Is it not possible that we believe 
that nature as a whole will always act uniformly simply because the part of nature in which 
the human race has lived has happened to act so up to the present? All such beliefs then, 
however deeply rooted, call for criticism. The first duty of Philosophy is to state them 
clearly; and this can only be done when we have analysed and defined the concepts that 
they involve. Until you know exactly what you mean by change and by cause you cannot 
know what is meant by the statement that every change has a cause. And not much weight 
can be attached to a person’s most passionate beliefs if he does not know what precisely 
he is passionately believing. The next duty of Philosophy is to test such beliefs; and this 
can only be done by resolutely and honestly exposing them to every objection that one 
can think of oneself or find in the writings of others. We ought only to go on believing a 
propositions if, at the end of this process, we still find it impossible to doubt it. Even then 
of course it may not be true, but we have at least done our best. 

These two branches of Philosophy—the analysis and definition of our fundamental 
concepts, and the clear statement and resolute criticism of our fundamental beliefs—I call 
Critical Philosophy. It is obviously a necessary and a possible task, and it is not performed 
by any other science. The other sciences use the concepts and assume the beliefs; Critical 
Philosophy tries to analyse the former and to criticise the latter. Thus, so long as science and 
Critical Philosophy keep to their own spheres, there is no possibility of conflict between 
them, since their subject-matter is quite different. Philosophy claims to analyse the general 
concepts of substance and cause, e.g.; it does not claim to tell us about particular substances 
like gold, or about particular laws of causation, as that aqua regia dissolves gold. Chemistry, 
on the other hand, tells us a great deal about the various kinds of substances in the world, 
and how changes in one cause changes in another. But it does not profess to analyse the 
general concepts of substance or causation, or to consider what right we have to assume 
that every event has a cause. 

It should now be clear why the method of Philosophy is so different from that of the 
natural sciences. Experiments are not made, because they would be utterly useless. If 
you want to find out how one substance behaves in presence of another you naturally put 
the two together, vary the conditions, and note the results. But no experiment will clear 
up your ideas as to the meaning of cause in general or of substance in general. Again, 
all conclusions from experiments rest on some of those very assumptions which it is the 
business of Philosophy to state clearly and to criticise. The experimenter assumes that 
nature obeys uniform laws, and that similar results will follow always and everywhere 
from sufficiently similar conditions. This is one of the assumptions that Philosophy wants 
to consider critically. The method of Philosophy thus resembles that of pure mathematics, 
at least in the respect that neither has any use for experiment. 

There is, however, a very important difference. In pure mathematics we start either from 
axioms which no one questions, or from premises which are quite explicitly assumed merely 
as hypotheses; and our main interest is to deduce remote consequences. Now most of the 
tacit assumptions of ordinary life and of natural science claim to be true and not merely 
to be hypotheses, and at the same time they are found to be neither clear nor self-evident 
when critically reflected upon. Most mathematical axioms are very simple and clear, whilst 
most other propositions which men strongly believe are highly complex and confused. 
Philosophy is mainly concerned, not with remote conclusions, but with the analysis and 
appraisement of the original premises. For this purpose analytical power and a certain kind 
of insight are necessary, and the mathematical method is not of much use. 
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Now there is another kind of Philosophy; and, as this is more exciting, it is what laymen 
generally understand by the name. This is what I call Speculative Philosophy. It has a 
different object, is pursued by a different method, and leads to results of a different degree 
of certainty from Critical Philosophy. Its object is to take over the results of the various 
sciences, to add to them the results of the religious and ethical experiences of mankind, 
and then to reflect upon the whole. The hope is that, by this means, we may be able to 
reach some general conclusions as to the nature of the Universe, and as to our position and 
prospects in it. 

There are several points to be noted about Speculative Philosophy. (i) If it is to be of 
the slightest use it must presuppose Critical Philosophy. It is useless to take over masses 
of uncriticised detail from the sciences and from the ethical and religious experiences of 
men. We do not know what they mean, or what degree of certainty they possess till they 
have been clarified and appraised by Critical Philosophy. It is thus quite possible that the 
time for Speculative Philosophy has not yet come; for Critical Philosophy may not have 
advanced far enough to supply it with a firm basis. In the past people have tended to rush 
on to Speculative Philosophy, because of its greater practical interest. The result has been 
the production of elaborate systems which may quite fairly be described as moonshine. 
The discredit which the general public quite rightly attaches to these hasty attempts at 
Speculative Philosophy is reflected back on Critical Philosophy, and Philosophy as a whole 
thus falls into undeserved disrepute. 

 (ii) At the best Speculative Philosophy can only consist of more or less happy guesses, 
made on a very slender basis. There is no hope of its reaching the certainty which some 
parts of Critical Philosophy might quite well attain. Now speculative philosophers as a 
class have been the most dogmatic of men. They have been more certain of everything than 
they had a right to be of anything. 

 (iii) A man’s final view of the Universe as a whole, and of the position and prospects 
of himself and his fellows, is peculiarly liable to be biased by his hopes and fears, his 
likes and dislikes, and his judgments of value. One’s Speculative Philosophy tends to be 
influenced to an altogether undue extent by the state of one’s liver and the amount of one’s 
bank-balance. No doubt livers and bank-balances have their place in the Universe, and no 
view of it which fails to give them their due weight is ultimately satisfactory. But their due 
weight is considerably less than their influence on Speculative Philosophy might lead one 
to suspect. But, if we bear this in mind and try our hardest to be “ethically neutral,” we are 
rather liable to go to the other extreme and entertain a theory of the Universe which renders 
the existence of our judgments of value unintelligible. 

A large part of Critical Philosophy is almost exempt from this source of error. Our 
analysis of truth and falsehood, or of the nature of judgment, is not very likely to be 
influenced by our hopes and fears. Yet even here there is a slight danger of intellectual 
dishonesty. We sometimes do our Critical Philosophy, with half an eye on our Speculative 
Philosophy, and accept or reject beliefs, or analyse concepts in a certain way, because we 
feel that this will fit in better than any alternative with the view of Reality as a whole that 
we happen to like. 

 (iv) Nevertheless, if Speculative Philosophy remembers its limitations, it is of value to 
scientists, in its methods, if not in its results. The reason is this. In all the sciences except 
Psychology we deal with objects and their changes, and leave out of account as far as 
possible the mind which observes them. In Psychology, on the other hand, we deal with 
minds and their processes, and leave out of account as far as possible the objects that we 
get to know by means of them. A man who confines himself to either of these subjects is 
likely therefore to get a very one-sided view of the world. The pure natural scientist is 
liable to forget that minds exist, and that if it were not for them he could neither know nor 
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act on physical objects. The pure psychologist is inclined to forget that the main business of 
minds is to know and act upon objects; that they are most intimately connected with certain 
portions of matter; and that they have apparently arisen gradually in a world which at one 
time contained nothing but matter. Materialism is the characteristic speculative philosophy 
of the pure natural scientist, and subjective idealism that of the pure psychologist. To the 
scientist subjective idealism seems a fairy tale, and to the psychologist materialism seems 
sheer lunacy. Both are right in their criticisms, but neither sees the weakness of his own 
position. The truth is that both these doctrines commit the fallacy of over-simplification; and 
we can hardly avoid falling into some form of this unless at some time we make a resolute 
attempt to think synoptically of all the facts. Our results may be trivial: but the process will 
at least remind us of the extreme complexity of the world, and teach us to reject any cheap 
and easy philosophical theory, such as popular materialism or popular theology.

Before ending this chapter I will say a word about the three sciences which are commonly 
thought to be specially philosophical. These are Logic, Ethics, and Psychology. Logic 
simply is the most fundamental part of Critical Philosophy. It deals with such concepts 
as truth, implication, probability, class, etc. In fact it may be defined as the science which 
deals with propositional forms, their parts, their qualities, and their relations. Its business is 
to analyse and classify forms, and to consider the formal relations that can subsist between 
them. Now all science consists of definite propositions, and each of these is of one of 
the forms which Logic studies; but it is not the business of any other science explicitly 
to discuss propositional forms. Similarly all science is full of inferences, good and bad, 
and all inference depends on relations that are supposed to subsist between premises and 
conclusion. But it is for Logic, and for it alone, to decide what relations do in fact justify 
inference, and whether these relations do actually subsist in a given case. Thus Logic is that 
part of Critical Philosophy which deals with the most general and pervasive of all concepts, 
and with those fundamental beliefs which form the “connective tissue” of all knowledge. 

The greater part of Ethics again is simply a branch of Critical Philosophy. It is a fact 
that we not only believe that such and such events happen, but that we also pass judgments 
of approval or disapproval on certain of them. Such judgments use peculiar concepts, like 
good and bad, right and wrong, duty, etc. A very important part of Ethics is the attempt to 
analyse and define these peculiarly obscure notions which we all use so gaily in everyday 
life. Again, there are a great many judgments of value which many people assume as certain; 
e.g. Pleasure is good, It is wrong to tell lies, A man has a right to do what he likes with his 
own, and so on. Another important part of Ethics is the attempt to state such judgments 
clearly, and then to see what evidence, if any, there is for them. Thus, Ethics is that part of 
Critical Philosophy which analyses the concepts and criticises the presuppositions that we 
use in our judgments of approval and disapproval. 

Psychology, as it seems to me, is not a part of Philosophy at all, but is simply one of 
the special sciences. This is shown by the fact that, unlike Logic and Ethics, it argues 
inductively from experiment and observation, though the observation takes the peculiar 
form of introspection. It is, however, a very peculiar kind of special science. It is obvious 
that Chemistry and Physics are much more like each other than either of them is like 
Psychology. The reason is that the two former sciences treat two rather different but very 
pervasive sets of material properties, whilst the latter deals with minds, which apparently 
occupy a unique and strangely isolated position in the Universe. Or, again, we may say 
that Psychology deals with what is relatively private, whilst all the other natural sciences 
deal with what is relatively public. If, now it should be asked why Psychology has been 
supposed to be specially connected with Philosophy, I think that the following answers will 
be fairly satisfactory. 

 (i) Psychology supplies Critical Philosophy with a number of concepts as raw material 
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for analysis and criticism. Such are the concepts of mind, self, consciousness, instinct, 
sensation, perception, etc. Now these notions we all admit to be highly confused and 
obscure, whereas we are inclined to think -- until we learn better -- that there is no particular 
difficulty about such concepts as place, date, matter, cause, etc., which we use in the other 
sciences. Thus a great part of any standard book on Psychology does in fact consist of 
attempts to analyse and define certain concepts, and this is of course Critical Philosophy. 

 (ii) When we try to clear up the meanings of physical concepts like place, date, matter, 
etc., we often find that a reference to the processes by which they come to be known is 
essential, and that they owe part of their obscurity to the abstractions which science and 
common-sense have made. Thus, in doing Critical Philosophy, we do constantly have to 
appeal to facts which belong to Psychology, even when we are not primarily dealing with 
psychological concepts. 

 (iii) In Speculative Philosophy we ought, no doubt, to take into account the results 
of all the sciences. But, owing to the unique subject-matter of Psychology, we shall go 
hopelessly wrong if we omit it, whilst we shall not go so hopelessly wrong if we omit one 
of the sciences of matter, such as Mineralogy or Botany. 

For these reasons we may admit that Psychology is of peculiar importance to Philosophy, 
though we must deny that it is a part of Philosophy, like Logic and Ethics.

 
Charles Dunbar Broad.  Scientific Thought.  London: Kegan Paul, Trench, Trubner and Co., 1923.

©  SophiaOmni, 2006.  The specific electronic form of this text is copyright.  Permission is granted to print out 
copies for educational purposes and for personal use only. No permission is granted for commercial use.


