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IS  K A Z IM IE R Z  A JD U K IE W IC Z ’S C R IT IQ U E  
O F  ID E A L IS M  C O N C L U S IV E ?

K azim ierz A jdukiew icz was occupied w ith idealistic im plications o f 
epistem ology for a t least 15 years and  he w ro te  4 com prehensive self-contained 
papers on  this subject, no t to  m en tion  num erous item s w here the subject was 
also touched. T his was a p roblem  o f g rea t im portance  for him  and  -  as he 
w rote  -  its analysis helped him  d u rin g  his period  o f  radical conven tionalism  to 
leave the  m etaphysical crossroad  and  to  take the way o f  realism . M oreover, it 
is recognized (e.g. in Prof. J. W oleiisk i’s book  on Polish  A naly tical P h ilo sop 
hy) th a t these A jdukiew icz’s studies a re  good exam ples o f  so called m ethod  o f 
paraph rases -  a p a rticu la r m ethod  o f  ph ilosoph ical analysis invented  by 
A jdukiew icz himself. Even fo r those tw o reasons only the w orks m entioned  
deserve tho rough  investigation.

In the  article w ritten  in 1937 and  entitled  The Problem  o f  Transcendental 
Idealism in a Sem antic Formulation  A jdukiew icz tried to  use certa in  m etalo- 
gical results to criticize the epistem ological s tan d p o in t o f  the  B aden faction  o f 
the neo k an tio n  school. He to o k  in to  considera tion  views o f  H ein rich  R ickert 
-  one o f  the leaders o f  this school. Let us reconstruct briefly A jdukiew icz's 
p resen ta tion  o f  relevant neok an tian  statem ents together w ith  the subsequent 
c ritic ism 1.

A jdukiew icz claim ed th a t in R ickert’s op in ion  reality  is no  m ore than  
a mere corela te  o f  consciousness an d  it has onto logically  derivative  charac te r. 
T he p a rticu la r fea tu re  o f  R ickert’s s tan d p o in t is th a t accord ing  to  him  the 
consciousness m entioned  above has supraind iv idual charac te r. It is -  in 
technical term s -  „Bew usstsein ü b e rh a u p t” . W hat is m ore, the consciousness 
seems to be reduced to  one basic function  only -  nam ely the function  o f

1 K . A j  d  u k i e w  i с z, P roblem at transcendenta lnego idealizm u te sfo rm ułow an iu  sem a n ty cz
n ym , [in:] J g zv k  i poznan ie, t. 1. W a rsza w a 1960. p . 264-278 .
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judgem ent. T h is function  consists in the fact th a t the consciousness is the 
source o f  certa in  transcenden tal norm s w hich are the criteria  o f tru th  for 
s tatem ents u ttered  by individuals. Pu tting  the m a tte r o therw ise, accord ing  to 
R ickcrt existence consists in conform ity  o f  relevant existential s tatem ents with 
transcenden tal norm s. One can see th a t R ickcrt chose a 11011-s tan d ard  theory  
o f  tru th , because fo r him  veracity m ean t conform ity  with rules2.

As a p rep ara tio n  o f  his criticism  A jdukiew icz presented the m etalogical 
no tion  o f language as a deductive system. Such system  includes a dccidable set 
o f  well form ed form ulas as well as a set o f rules o f  im m ediate inference. An 
in terp reta tion  o f  all sym bols o f  the language is according  to A jdukiew icz 
equivalent to the choice o f  its rules o f  im m ediate inference, so the na tu ra l 
language o r  the scientific language is a deductive system  if its expressions have 
full m eaning. A jdukiew icz th o u g h t th a t a t least the language o f  em pirical 
sciences fulfills the above cond ition  and  th a t consequen tly  it is a deductive 
system. O n the o th e r hand he referred to  the fact th a t richer deductive system s 
(those con ta in ing  arithm etics) a re  incom plete. If  one is ready to  accept the 
m etalogical principle o f  excluded m iddle, one im m ediately arrives a t conc
lusion th a t in the scientific language there  are true  statem ents th a t a re  not 
derivable. A ccording  to  A jdukiew icz the no tion  o f transcenden ta l rule could  be 
in terp reted  in term s o f  the rules o f  im m ediate inference, so we reach the 
negation  o f the thesis o f transcenden ta l idealism  because there are true 
statem ents w hich do  n o t conform  to  the transcenden ta l rules3.

W e m ust stress th a t A jdukiew icz did no t state categorically  th a t his 
in te rp reta tion  was an  u ltim ate  re fu ta tion  o f  transcenden ta l idealism  in 
R ickert's  version. He pu t som e question  m arks on the end o f  his p roposa l but 
neverthless he seem ed to be sure th a t the m ain p a rt o f  his re fu ta tion  is 
irrefragable. He m entioned tu 'o  possible objections to this ow n construction . 
Firstly , one can replace som e finitist no tions w ith infin itist ones, and  secondly, 
the acceptance o f the m etalogical law o f  excluded m iddle shou ld  be som ehow  
justified. H ow ever, he described these d o u b ts  as subtle, which p robab ly  m eant 
m arginal and  he did no t discuss them  a t all. But it seems to me th a t these 
doub ts a rc  connected  w ith the  very crucial p roblem  o f  this investigation, 
nam ely they are con trib u tio n  to  the question  how  the w hole p rocedure  is 
justified.

Let us allow  ourselves certa in  extravagance and  going  th rough  the looking 
glass quo te  fam ous verses:

A n d  as in uffish  th o u g h t he s to o d .
T h e  Ja b b e rw o c k , w ith  eyes o f  flam e.
C am e w hiffling  th ro u g h  the tulgey w ood .
A n d  b u rb led  as it came!

2 Ibid.. p . 2 7 1-273 .
3 Ibid.. p . 273-276 .
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Is it possible to falsify this s tatem ent by saying tha t Jabberw ock  is the present 
reader o f  this text and  „ to  b u rb le"  m eans to  snore? If  anybody  claim ed tha t, he 
would be im m ediately accused o f  com m itting  petitio  principii. T he  dispute 
abou t the tru th fu lness o f  the verses above w ould change in to  the d ispu te  ab o u t 
the justifica tion  o f  the  in te rp reta tion  proposed.

F o r balancing this exam ple let us put fo rw ard  an o th e r one. W hen P lato 
stated  th a t a m an  is a featherless biped, D iogenes showed him  a plucked 
chicken, crying: „T his is P la to 's  m an!" It was a conclusive falsification o f 
P la to ’s defin ition  and  as we know , stu b b o rn  P la to  m ade his defin ition  m ore 
sophisticated  c laim ing th a t a m an is a featherless biped w ith flat nails.

These exam ples show  th a t one can expect conclusive falsification when 
one’s in te rp re ta tio n  fits the m eanings o f the statem ents under consideration . 
G enerally  speaking , an  in te rp reta tion  is valuable  if  it creates sim pler problem s 
than  it resolves. O f course there are a lot o f  philosophical no tions th a t are 
vague o r even com pletely deprived o f  any  d istinguishable  m eaning. Some 
people even th ink  th a t the very essence o f  ph ilosophy  consists in using such 
notions, as the defin ition  taken  from  som e A m erican d ic tionary  shows: 
„M etaphysics: highly abstrac t speculation , no t easy to u n d ers tan d " . O bscure 
philosophical theories c an n o t be falsified by any  single in te rp reta tion . It seems 
to me th a t conclusiveness can be reached only by som e kind o f  m etacriticism  
poin ting  ou t th a t no tions under considera tion  are vague bu t this w ould be by 
no m eans the re fu ta tion  o f the relevant theory.

The result o f  A jdukiew icz's investigation concerning  the p roblem  o f 
transcenden tal idealism  boils dow n to the statem ent th a t if  certa in  universal 
language o f  science could be constructed  and  if  it had the features o f 
a deductive system  and  its theses had finitist ch arac te r an d  if transcenden tal 
norm s could  be trea ted  as rules o f  im m ediate inference o f  this system  then 
providing  tha t m etalogical rule o f  excluded m iddle was accepted, the m ain 
theorem  o f  transcenden ta l idealism  w ould  collapse. O ne can see how  far these 
considerations a re  from  being conclusive and  I am  convinced th a t a ttem p ts  o f 
justifica tions o f  the above prem isses would only provoke fu rther questions. In 
pa rticu la r it is dub ious  w hether one can ju stify  the in te rp reta tion  o f  transcen 
dental norm s as rules o f  im m ediate inference. Suspicion arises because the 
rules o f  inference m ust concern  tran sfo rm atio n s  o f  certa in  sta ted  symbols- and 
as such they alw ays have only lim ited extent. T ranscenden ta l norm s on  the 
o th e r h and  are universal norm s o f  th ink ing  and  thus can n o t be boiled dow n to 
any defin ite  (even if infinite) variety  o f sym bols. T he process o f th ink ing  
alw ays uses certa in  sym bols bu t nevertheless it will alw ays transcend  every 
particu lar sym bolism . A n o th e r objection  against A jdukiew icz's a ttem p t is 
tem porary  and  changeable charac te r o f  m eaning in the n a tu ra l language. 
N either the set o f  well form ed form ules is closed n o r m eanings a re  a ttached  to 
w ords fo r ever. As the n a tu ra l language evolves so m ust the rules o f  its
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inference do. A nd one canno t d oub t th a t transcenden tal norm s do  no t change 
in time.

Twelve years a fte r the critique o f  transcenden tal idealism  Ajdukiew icz 
re tu rned  to  idealistic views once again  and  focused on its subjective version. In 
the paper entitled  Epistem ology and sem iotics he took  in to  consideration  
b ishop Berkeley's views. (It can be o f  h istorical interest th a t in those times and 
circum stances positive evaluation  o f the w ork o f  any  bishop, and  Berkeley in 
p articu lar, was a deed o f g rea t in telectual and  civil courage, precisely as today  
criticism  o f  any  b ishop is)4.

A jdukiew icz investigates th ree-argum ent relation: language-percep-
tions-reality . R elations o f  referring  between them  are  as following:

lan g u a g e  expression

I \
p e rc e p iio n  * real ob jec t

Ajdukiew icz puts stress on  equ ivocation  connected  w ith double  reference 
o f  language expressions. It arises when one uses the sam e w ord as a  nam e o f 
a sense d a ta  and  as a nam e o f real thing. H e claim s tha t this equ ivocation  is 
responsible for basic m isunderstand ing  h idden in subjectivistic thesis ,.esse =  
=  percip i". In  his op in ion  Berkeley is right when he stresses oviousncss o f this 
thesis, bu t only so fa r as im aginations, thoughts , im pressions and  so on  are 
concerned. All o f them  ecxist only in som eone 's m ind and  they constitu te  
separate  realm  called ,.the  second w orld”  by K arl P opper la ter on . But 
Berkeley does n o t stop  here and  goes fa rther, s ta ting  -  in A jdukiew icz’s 
opin ion  -  th a t the existence o f the w orld (P opper’s „first w orld” ) has the sam e 
derivative and  dependen t c h a rac te r5. Such s tan d p o in t is obviously false 
because in th a t case not only pink e lephan ts  b u t real ones as well w ould  find 
a shelter in my m ind. If  one is no t aw are  o f  the  equ ivocation  show n above, one 
can feel th a t „esse =  percip i” is obvious bu t nevertheless som ehow  paradoxical. 
„Esse =  percip i" is self-evident b u t only  as fa r as it refers to perceptions. The 
„ realistic" p a rt o f  this thesis rem ains unproved.

Sim plicity o f the p roblem  stated  above renders the p resen ta tion  o f  the 
p rep a ra to ry  m etalogical p a rt o f  this p ap er unnecessary. N evertheless, A j
dukiew icz devotes a lot o f  tim e to  these m atte rs , m ention ing  esp. T a rsk i’s 
paper on the defin ition  o f  tru th  and  he claim ed th a t m etalogical distinctions 
betw een language and  m etalanguage th row  cerain light on the problem . Let us 
consider A jdukiew icz's idea o f  ex tending the  no tion  o f  m etalanguage to 
a language possessing nam es for objects from  „ th e  second w orld”  (so called

4 K . A j d u k i e w i c z .  Epistem ologia  i  sem io tyk a , [in:] J ę z y k  i poznan ie, t. 2 . W a rsza w a 1965. 
p . 107 117.

5 Ibid.. p. 109-111.
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in trospective language). T his idea was induced by certa in  sim ilarity  in 
sem antical relations in a genuine m etalanguage and  an  „ in trospective  lan 
guage” . R elations o f referring  a re  as follows:

m eta la n g u ag e  -» lan g u a g e  -» rea lity  

lan g u ag e -»  p e rcep tio n s  -» rea lity

But sim ilarities seems to end at this poin t. Perceptions arc by 110 m eans 
language expressions. I canno t use my perceptions as  a m eans o f com 
m unication  w ith an o th e r people w hat is a basic fea tu re  o f  any  language. T hus 
w hatsoever we arrive  a t with help o f this analogy, m ust rem ain dub ious and  
unjustified.

Pu tting  this m arginal m a tte r aside let us re tu rn  to A jdukiew icz's claim  th a t 
the equ ivocation  is h idden in the a rgum en ta tion  o f  Berkeley. F irst o f  all it 
seems highly im probab le  th a t such sim ple logical e rro r  could  rem ain  und is
covered in the foundations o f  the system . Secondly, it can  be clearly seen in 
B erkeley's text th a t he accepts „ in te n tio n a l"  existence o f  perceptions and  o ther 
s tates o f  m ind and  rejects the claim  th a t ap a r t from  the know ing subject and 
the con ten t o f  his m ind there  exists som eth ing  else. (O bvious inconsistency in 
adm itting  the existence o f G o d  and  o th e r subjects can be easily explained  as an 
self-censorship quite  unders tandab le  in those tim es)0. H ow ever, A jdukiew icz's 
argum en ta tion  im plies th a t such a sta tem en t w ould  be unacceptable. A ccor
d ing  to him , a subjective idealist can n o t affo rd  the s tatem ent a b o u t „real 
nonexistence” o f  certa in  things sim ply because he has n o t the no tio n  o f „real 
existence”  a t his d isposal. I f  the only assertions th a t can be s tated  in the 
language o f  subjective idealist are: ,,A exists-in-m ind” and  „A  does not 
exist-in-m ind”  then it is obvious th a t we are  unable  to  say th a t A does n o t exist 
in reality. P robab ly  tha t is the  way o f A jdukiew icz’s a rgum en ta tion  when he 
w rites th a t subjective idealist has only pure  m etalanguage a t his d isposal (i.e. 
the language deprived o f  nam es fo r external objects). But such a rgum en ta tion  
is easy to  refute when one rem em bers th a t a subjective idealist speaks no t only 
ab o u t his ow n perceptions bu t a b o u t know ing subject as well. I f  he can  tell th a t 
a subject exists independently , he can also say th a t o th e r th ings do  no t exist in 
this sense.

Let us allow  ourselves to  m ake a  general rem ark . B erkeley's s tan d p o in t 
rejecting the independen t existence o f  the objects o f  experience has u n d o u b te d 
ly m etaphysical and  no t sem iotical origin. T herefo re  all a ttem p ts  o f  its 
criticism  from  the sem iotic s tan d p o in t a re  ill-constructed . I f  som eone believes 
o r does n o t believe in existence o f  goblins and  dw arfs, you can n o t force him  to

6 G . B e r k e l e y ,  T ra k ta l o zasadach  poznan ia , p rzeł. J . S o sn o w sk a . § 89. W a rsza w a  1956. 
p. 97 98.
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change liis opin ions by referring to the language he uses, unless you 
d em onstra te  his inconsistency (and even then som e people rem ain resistent). 
A decisive a rgum ent m ust be based on som e in tu ition  o r experience. One can 
rem ind here a ttem p ts o f a n o th e r ou ts tan d in g  Polish con tem porary  ph ilosopher 
R om an Ingarden  w ho a ttacked  the  transcenden ta l idealism  o f  Husserl. The 
result o f  his efforts inspired by resistance to regarding the w orld as a  correlate 
o f consciousness was his C ontroversy Over the Existence o f  the W orld  full o f 
conceptual distinctions, tending to  discover in the very essence o f analysed 
no tions som e fac to r su pporting  o u r everyday 's belief in the reality  o f  the 
w orld. T he evidence th a t Ingarden  sough t in vain is th a t the au th o r h im self left 
his w ork unended w ithou t achieving his goal.

Even if  A jdukiew icz was right in po in ting  ou t som e inconsistencies o f 
Berkeley’s language and  if m oreover subjective idealism  could not be stated  in 
a consisten t way, a follow er o f  this school w ould be able to say with 
W ittgenstein  th a t the language w as only a ladder which can be throw n out 
a fte r reaching the  upper floor (i.e. a fte r c lear recognition  o f  the issue in 
question). Even if  Berkeley’s s tan d p o in t is served in epistem ological sauce, its 
essence has go t a m etaphysical core inaccessible to  epistem ological assaults. 
Sim ilarly, belief in the independent existence o f  the objects o f  external 
experience canno t be refuted by epistem ological investigations con ta ined  in 
Berkeley’s Treatise. A jdukiew icz’s question  p u t fo rw ard  in the beginning o f  the 
paper discussed, nam ely: ,.A re there any m etaphysical consequences o f 
epistem ological investigations?" can  be answ ered as folows: such consequences 
( if a t all) could be given only by experience o r in tu ition  and  epistem ological 
investigation can be relevant only to  the lim ited extent.

Perhaps A jdukiew icz was no t satisfied w ith his results because three years 
a fte r the reviewed paper he published an o te r one entitled  On the notion o f  
existence. This one was inspired by Lesniew ski’s onto logy  in tu rn . T he au th o r 
tried to show  th a t the s tan d p o in t o f  transcenden tal idealism  can n o t be 
p resented  consistently . A jdukiew icz in troduced  tw o different no tions o f 
existence: in ten tional existence an d  real existence. W ith their help he p ro 
claim ed the follow ing idealistic thesis: ..Trees exist in tentionally  but do  not 
exist in reality’’. W e rem em ber th a t the tru th  o f this p roposition  boils dow n to 
its conform ity  with the transcenden ta l norm s. T hese norm s were in terp reted  as 
rules o f  im m ediate inferece in tu rn . T he  fact th a t trees exist in ten tionally  (the 
only  possibility fo r an  idealist) is equ ivalen t to the fact th a t the statem ent 
a b o u t the existence o f  trees fulfills the transcenden ta l norm s. But such 
s tatem ent is an  em pirical sta tem en t which m eans th a t it uses s tan d ard  notions 
o f existence the  real existence. In this w ay -  accord ing  to A jdukiew icz wc 
can see the inconsistence o f  an  idealistic language. F o r on one hand an  idealist 
rejected the sta tem en t th a t trees really exist (accepting only th a t they exist
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in tentionally) and  on the o th e r h and  the consequence o f  this step  lead him to 
affirm  tha t nevertheless trees really exist7.

This p aradox  seems to be a p p aren t only  too. T he sta tem en t th a t trees exist 
intentionally  only is an  epistem ological s tatem ent o f  course, because sciences 
do not use the notion  o f  the in ten tional existence at all. A ccording  to 
transcendental idealists the tru th  o f this s tatem ent depends on  its conform ity  
with certain  transcendental norm s. T hese norm s m ust deal with this pa rticu la r 
type o f s ta tem en t and  no t with em pirical s tatem ents, therefore  there is no need 
o f assum ing th a t these norm s will force us to  adm it th a t trees exist in reality. 
Speaking otherw ise: if we bear in m ind the universal ch arac te r o f  transcenden
tal norm s, th a t they a re  applicable  to  all kinds o f  declarative sentences, we 
must realize th a t because epistem ological s tatem ents are d istinct from  sta te 
m ents o f  em pirical sciences, relevant transcenden ta l norm s should  be d ifferent 
also. A lthough the norm  fo r the  em pirical s ta tem en t „T rees exist" could tell us 
to adm it th a t trees exist in reality, there  is no need o f assum ing th a t in case o f 
an epistem ological s tatem ent ..Trees exist in ten tionally  on ly" because this 
statem ent has got an o th e r criteria  o f  tru thfu lness.

Finally , I m ust repeat once again  th a t no  one o f  A jdukiew icz's a rgum ents 
seems to be conclusive. If  one rem em bers the im portance o f  the above 
problem s fo r the ph ilosopher, the ou tcom e seems to be ra th e r depressing. N o r 
the m ethod  o f p araph rases has m anifested its m erits if  I am  right to claim  th a t 
m ajority  o f a rgum ents could be p resented  w ithou t a reference to the logical 
results. In  m y opin ion  these results could act as a possible in sp ira tion  o f  certa in  
epistem ological hypotheses ra the r than  as stric t schem es which epistem ological 
statem ents m atch.

Perhaps it is significant tha t while in his first paper A jdukiew icz claim ed 
that philosophical p roblem s under considera tion  could  be resolved easily with 
help o f form al logic in the second one he seemed to be m ore m odest w ith 
respect to th a t claim  although  he still cheered h im self w ith certa in  epithets 
addressed to  idealists and  finally in the th ird  one epithets as well as the 
im pression o f  self-confidence d isappeared  a t all. Is it possible th a t a fte r long 
argum ents w ith idealism  A jdukiew icz becam e to app recia te  the opposite, p a rt 
o f this controversy?

D e p a rtm e n t o f  L ogic 
L ódź U n iv ers ity  

P o land

7 K. A j d u k i e w i c z .  W  spraw ie pojęc ia  istnienia, [in:] J ę z y k ... . p . 143 155.
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M a re k  R osiak

Z A G A D N IE N IE  K O N K L U Z Y W N O Ś C 1  K R Y T Y K I ID E A L IZ M U  
P R Z E P R O W A D Z O N E J  P R Z E Z  K A Z IM IE R Z A  A J D U K IE W IC Z A

A jduk iew icz  p o d ejm o w a ł k ilk a k ro tn ie  p ró b ę  an a liz y  i k ry ty k i m etafizycznego  idealizm u  
z a ró w n o  w je g o  wersji o b iek ty w n e j, ja k  sub iek tyw nej. A n g ażo w ał d o  tego  celu pew ne pojęc ia 
i w ynik i w spółczesnej m e ta lo g ik i. co  s tan o w iło  p rz y k ła d  za s to so w an ia  w łaściw ej m u m eto d y  
ana lizy  filozoficznej, zw anej m e to d ą  p a ra fra z . A n a liz a  A jdukiew iczow skiej a rg u m e n tac ji uk azu je  
je j da lece  n iek o n k lu zy w n y  c h a ra k te r , ja k  ró w n ież  zd a je  się w ykazyw ać, że m e to d a  p a ra fra z  nie 
zn a jd u je  tu  sw ego e fek tyw nego  za s to so w an ia . K o n k lu z ją  p rz ed s taw io n y c h  ro zw ażań  je s t  h ip o teza , 
iż fu n d a m e n ta ln e  p rz e k o n a n ia  m etafizyczne nie p o d d a ją  się k ry ty ce  o  ch a ra k te rz e  sem io tycznym .


