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Abstract 
 

This thesis takes a twofold approach to Popper’s work. First, it observes 

the thematic changes in his work over the course of his life. Second, it analyses 

the methods used by Popper in articulating his arguments and observes how those 

arguments relate to his methodological prohibitions.  It will be argued in the thesis 

that Popper’s methodological thought was shaped by his ambition to deal with 

theories that did not fit into his previously prescribed limits for science. The 

practical need to create reasonable arguments that were both critical and rational 

in The Poverty of Historicism (1957) and The Open Society (1945) would force a 

change of stance in his attitude towards “transcendental criticism” and its 

procedural role in the process of expanding the horizon of what a critical 

rationalist can argue. Popper expanded the scope of what can be rationally argued 

by experimenting with different ways of rationally treating hypotheses that were 

clearly irrefutable. At the same time he was adamant that his theory of 

falsification should never be abandoned. This theory was used throughout his 

career to navigate his many theories through his use of non-falsifiable concepts, 

exemplified by his late ontological writings. It is this tension in the relationship 

between his theorisation of the method of falsification and his non-falsifiable 

arguments in ontology and political philosophy that gave Popper’s thought such a 

distinctive quality. In tracing that relationship, this thesis will contribute to the 

ongoing task of interpreting Popper’s philosophical, political and moral thought. 

It will do so by drawing on his published texts and unpublished letters and 

writings to emphasise the continuity of his thought.        
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Author’s Note 

  

The central contribution that this thesis makes to scholarship on Popper’s 

philosophy, results from the use of Popper’s personal letters of correspondence as 

well as other lesser known lectures, drafts and interviews. All the unpublished 

material in this thesis was accessed over a period of six months intensive research 

at the Karl-Popper-Sammlung at the University of Klagenfurt in Austria (October 

2006 until March 2007). This material, some of which has never received 

scholarly attention is utilised in a number of ways. Primarily this material is used 

in order to observe the development of Popper’s philosophical arguments during a 

ceaselessly creative period of production beginning from his earliest years of 

intellectual maturity and lasting throughout his life. Although many of Popper’s 

letters are concerned with private matters, others pertain directly to his 

philosophical arguments and give an insight into the reasons why his thought 

developed as it did.  

Much use was also made of the recent translation into English of Die 

beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie (1979), which was published as The 

Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge (2009). However, in 

regard to such critical concepts as the notions of “object”, “reality” or 

“experience”, recourse to the original German was necessary to determine what 

exactly Popper meant by such terms. The recent publication of After the Open 

Society: Selected Social and Political Writings (2008) contains many of the letters 

and manuscripts from the Popper Archives in Klagenfurt that were used in the 

research for this dissertation.1

                                                 
1 On this point I would like to thank Jeremy Shearmur for advising me on the possible interest and 

existence of the lecture “Public and Private Values” during my research in Klagenfurt. 

 Many of the arguments of this thesis engage with 
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the recent scholarship published in Rethinking Popper (2009). Rethinking Popper 

contains many of the papers (including my own) presented at the “Rethinking 

Popper Conference” held at the Czech Academy of Sciences in 2007. This 

conference was attended by many of Popper’s students as well as leading scholars 

who engage with Popper in a number of different fields, both Popperians and non-

Popperians. This unique event organised by Zuzana Parusniková was a fortunate 

opportunity to gauge current debates, concerns and controversies surrounding 

Popper’s thought and to test out my ideas and arguments with experts in various 

fields that would eventually be incorporated into this thesis.  

Due to the extensive archival material used in this thesis, where possible, I 

have referred to the published versions of such material. However, much of the 

material used in this thesis has remained unpublished or has been published in a 

different form to the original archival manuscript or typescript. In such instances 

references are made to the catalogue details of the Popper Collection at the 

Hoover Institute Archives in Stanford which is also used as the system to 

catalogue the duplicate contents held in the Karl-Popper-Sammlung at the 

University Library at Klagenfurt. For the sake of narrative accuracy, reference is 

usually made to the original German titles of Popper’s works in text, however, the 

footnotes often refer to an English translation or cite both the German and English 

versions. For the sake of brevity references to titles are often shortened. For 

example: Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie appears as Die beiden 

Grundproblem; Logik der Forschung appears as the Logik; The Open Society and 

its Enemies appears as The Open Society and The Poverty of Historicism appears 

as The Poverty. The same procedure is used in the referencing of other works that 

appear in both German and English. Therefore, Kant’s Kritik der reinen Vernunft 
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often appears as simply the Kritik, whilst the footnotes refer to the given passages 

in both German and English editions. 
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Chapter One 
Introduction 

 
  

1. Outline 

 

This thesis argues that Popper’s discursive practices were greatly 

influenced by his early reading of Kant’s Transcendental Doctrine of Method in 

the Critique of Pure Reason, and reflect his changing attitude towards the use of 

“transcendental criticism”, particularly in relation to non-testable hypotheses. In 

Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie (1930-1933), Karl Popper 

(1902-1994) argued that Kant’s synthesis of the empiricist and rationalist theories 

of knowledge was too lenient towards the rationalist idea of the possibility of 

valid synthetic a priori judgements. Through Popper’s exposure to the recent 

developments in the field of cognitive psychology during his time at the 

Pedagogic Institute in Vienna (1925-1928), where he wrote a doctoral dissertation 

under the supervision of Karl Bühler,1 Popper came to believe that he was able to 

redress what he thought were erroneous and overly generous concessions that 

Kant made towards the rationalists. Popper’s ‘revision’ of Kant was made 

possible by his exposure to the work of the Würzburg School of Cognitive 

Psychology that Bühler brought with him to the Psychology Institute (in July 

1925 the City Council merged Vienna’s pedagogic and psychological institutes as 

part of a broader school reform program).2

                                                 
1 For the biographical details of Popper’s early years at the Pedagogic Institute see: Hacohen, M. 

Karl Popper – The Formative Years, 1902 – 1945, Politics and Philosophy in Interwar Vienna. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, (2000), pp. 134-170. 

  

2 Hacohen, M. Karl Popper – The Formative Years, 1902 – 1945, (2000), p. 134. 
 



 14 

It was Popper’s revision of Kant that resulted in a renewed appreciation of 

Kant’s transcendental method and an optimistic view of the transcendental and 

analogical features used in supporting a standpoint or conjecture in accordance 

with a philosophical attitude that would come to be known as critical rationalism. 

In fact, Popper’s very revision of Kant involved the use of theoretical insights 

provided by Kant himself in the Transcendental Doctrine of Method. Popper’s 

later work in the social sciences were characterised by the particular way in which 

he resolved what he referred to as “Kant’s problem”. It resulted in Popper’s 

inability to validate his arguments in the social sciences and accounts for some of 

the most enduring features of his thought. 

Since the opening of the Karl-Popper-Sammlung at the University of 

Klagenfurt, Austria in 1995 there has been renewed scholarly interest in the 

development of Popper’s political thought. Despite this renewal of interest, an 

understanding of the inter-relatedness of his arguments as well as a sufficient 

understanding of the particularities of his argumentation as part of an analysis of 

his discursive practices remains elusive. Douglas Williams in Truth, Hope, and 

Power: The Thought of Karl Popper (1989) argued that greater inquiries into the 

socio-political and intellectual milieu in which Popper was raised would deepen 

an understanding of his philosophy.3

                                                 
3 Williams, D. Truth, Hope, and Power: The Thought of Karl Popper, Toronto: University of 

Toronto Press, (1989), p. ix. 

 This thesis emphasises the commonality of 

ideas that Popper shared with his contemporaries and predecessors and the way he 

appropriated and combined ideas in creating his own philosophy which he would 

come to call “critical rationalism”. Based upon a closer examination of the 

various central European intellectual traditions that exerted an influence upon 

Popper’s thought this thesis argues for the need to re-evaluate Popper’s work. 

This thesis draws on previous research into Popper’s formative thought but 
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suggests that by dividing Popper’s work into periods, for example the early, 

classical or late Popper, the direct connections between his early writings and his 

later arguments can become distorted.4

As this thesis progresses a picture of Popper is developed that is often at 

odds with the way he has been understood in the academic as well as popular 

imagination. It has long been assumed that Popper’s intellectual milieu was 

shaped by his membership of the Vienna Circle.

  

5 Popper however, never 

officially received a personal invitation by Moritz Schlick (1882-1936) to attend 

one of the Vienna Circle’s seminars on Thursday evenings.6 While Popper’s 

association with the Circle is important, one needs to inquire into the other 

philosophical traditions Popper’s thought drew upon. This thesis demonstrates 

that once we have an understanding of his intellectual context, the question of 

Popper’s association with the Vienna Circle diminishes in value. Edmonds and 

Edinow’s Wittgenstein’s Poker (2001) went some way toward contextualising 

Popper within an Austrian, Viennese setting, but it too interpreted Popper’s life 

and work in terms of the Vienna Circle and Cambridge logical positivism.7

It will be argued in this thesis that Popper was fundamentally a neo-

Kantian philosopher in the tradition of Jakob Fries (1773-1843), Leonard Nelson 

 This 

thesis positions itself as a counterpoint to Wittgenstein’s Poker, by re-

contextualising Popper’s intellectual development within a more heterogenous 

Viennese intellectual setting and by tracing its later articulation. 

                                                 
4 For a discussion on the problem of selectivity in relation to evidence see: Miller, D. “Popper and 

Tarski” [1999] in Jarvie, Ian., and Sandra Pralong. Popper's Open Society After Fifty Years: The 
Continuing Relevance of Karl Popper. London: Routledge, (1999), pp. 66-67. 

5 For a discussion of Popper’s relationship to the Vienna Circle see: Edmonds, D., and J. Eidinow, 
Wittgenstein’s Poker, London: Faber and Faber. (2001). Also see; Stadler, F. Studien zum 
Wiener Kreis. Ursprung, Entwicklung und Wiurkung des Logischen Empirismus im Kontext. 
Frankfurt am Main Suhrkamp Verlag, (1997). 

6 Popper, K. Unended Quest: An Intellectual Autobiography, [1974] London: Routledge, (1993), 
p. 84. 

7 See: Edmonds, D., and J. Eidinow. Wittgenstein’s Poker, (2001). 
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(1882-1927) and Julius Kraft (1921-1960) who was also heavily influenced by the 

cognitive psychology or Denkspsychologie of the Würzburg School. By 

examining how Popper appropriated the problems and objectives of the various 

Kantian inspired thinkers such as Fries, Nelson and Kraft as well as Oswald 

Külpe (1862-1915), Otto Selz (1881-1943), Karl Bühler (1879-1963), and Konrad 

Lorenz (1903-1989), a more nuanced understanding can be reached of the 

interacting philosophical positions that Popper progressively developed.  

The real difficulty for Popper’s philosophy, I argue, are the implications 

for Popper’s non-falsifiable or non-testable social theory as a result of a broader 

methodology which developed around the principle of falsification. This thesis 

will explore the practical ways Popper applied Kant’s transcendental method, 

which largely involved appropriating certain scientific and logical theories as a 

source of criticism to be utilised in his political or ontological arguments. I argue 

that a re-evaluation of his stance on the methodological value of transcendental 

criticisms was the fundamental technical change that coincided with changes in 

Popper’s attitude toward arguability. I also re-examine the perceived inadequacies 

of Popper’s social theory in light of the development of his scientific or 

methodological thought and the result of its re-application to social theory 

through transcendental corroboration. Comparisons between Popper’s work and 

the work of his contemporaries in the field of political philosophy such as Isaiah 

Berlin (1909-1997) and Friedrich von Hayek (1899-1992), the logician Alfred 

Tarski (1902-1983), as well as other leading scientific realists of his time such as 

Kazimierz Ajdukiewicz (1890-1963) and Tadeusz Kotarbiński (1886-1981) will 

also be made. As a result of Popper’s early revision of Kant, and the later 

developments in his methodological thought resulting from this, one of the most 

forceful critiques of political doctrines in modern times was made possible. This 



 17 

thesis contends that Popper’s works are underpinned by a more complex 

interaction of various neo-Kantian traditions which were often not explicitly 

acknowledged in his social writings. I argue that it is important to examine the 

strengths and weaknesses of the early epistemological and methodological 

arguments in order to appreciate the conceptual tools that were employed in his 

later political arguments.  

This thesis attempts to understand Popper’s scientific method as Popper 

himself would have understood it (notwithstanding the unavoidable problems of 

inter-subjective interpretation) in order to get closer to the workings of his later 

social and political theories. The grounds for this consists in the belief that 

scholarship on Popper’s later non-scientific works provides under-appreciated 

data from which new directions in Popper scholarship can be charted. This has 

been made possible by the posthumous publication of much of his earliest 

German language work as well as the recent publication of many of his lectures. 

Popper’s use of the term “theoretical social sciences” modelled after “theoretical 

physics” to describe much of his work in the social sciences also indicates an 

attempt to instigate a new era in the social sciences, modelled on his 

understanding of objective knowledge and evolutionary epistemology.8

                                                 
8 See: Popper, K., “The Logic of the Social Sciences”, in T.W. Adorno et al., The Positivist 

Dispute in German Sociology. [1962] Trans. G. Adey and D. Frisby. London: Heinemann, 1976: 
87-104. 

 This 

thesis examines how Popper’s “theoretical social sciences” asserts the centrality 

of Kant’s transcendental method for such areas of inquiry if they are to be pursued 

according to the principles of critical rationalism. Such a return to what Popper 

believed to be an earlier understanding of a theoretical social science sought to 

avoid “prophetic” excesses or “scientistic” pretensions. However, as was evident 

from Popper’s own work in the humanities there was still some way to go until 
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such a theoretical social sciences could deal objectively with the social and 

cultural problems that were required of it. Popper’s fallibilistic and objectivist 

approach remained incapable of ontological theorising upon the possible 

foundations of human experiences (Erlebnisse). Popper’s later work reveals a 

high level of methodological experimentation  in which the nascent discipline of 

the theoretical social science engages with such diverse subject matter as those 

concerning global governance, democracy, institutional reform, value pluralism, 

as well as theorising on the role of Western civilisation within a global context.  

This thesis aims to provide an examination of the strengths and 

weaknesses of this later social theory through an examination of it in relation to 

the development of Popper’s early thought. In emphasising the continuity of his 

thought, I will also highlight a characteristic tension between his Aristotelian 

belief in laws as things embedded in the universe, and his Kantian argument that 

laws of nature are something that we impose upon nature to describe it. The move 

from his early epistemology or Erkenntnistheorie associated with the known 

aspects of experience and seen in the fallibilism of the Logik, to questions in 

Objective Knowledge which sought to provide an ontology linking physical 

bodies with ideas in an ordered cosmos, reflected a life-long concern with 

reconciling what are often understood to be Kantian and Aristotelian positions on 

natural laws.  

Popper’s Erkenntnistheorie as well as his understanding of “objective” 

and “subjective” are fundamentally Kantian.9

                                                 
9 See: Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery. [1959] New York: Harper and Row, (1968), 

pp. 22-26. 

 For Kant, according to Eisler, 

Erkenntnis is a particular relationship between objects and the data of the 
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imaginary (Vorstellungsdaten auf Objekte).10 It is in this Kantian light that the 

absence of an ontology of the person and theorising on the subject ought to be 

seen. Popper’s “epistemology without a knowing subject” must be seen in light of 

his original understanding of that which constitutes Erkenntnis. Popper probably 

received his Kantian understanding of Erkenntnis from Moritz Schlick (1882-

1936) who developed the thought of the “critical realist” neo-Kantian Alois Riehl 

(1849-1924). Schlick developed Riehl’s distinction between the sensory and 

conceptual into that between Kennen (intuition) and Erkennen (cognition or 

knowledge). Popper’s thought maintains this distinction between speaking of 

knowledge which is the concern of his epistemology focusing on the 

falsificationist principle and intuitional understanding lying beyond it.11 For 

Popper Erkenntnistheorie is identical with Wissenschaftstheorie and concerns 

itself only with experience (Erfahrung) in the scientific sense.12 Despite 

restrictions upon what he could treat as the proper subject for a new theoretical 

social sciences there are no undertones of a Hegelian dialectic even if there may 

be traces of this for his philosophy of history.13

                                                 
10 See: Eisler, R. 

 It is not the case that the various 

partial forms of reason have failed even though our reason at its current historical 

state is not yet capable of doing the things that Popper would require of it. 

Popper’s “faith in reason” and for that matter scientific technology, grounds an 

Kant-Lexikon. [1930] Hildesheim/Zürich/New York: Georg Olms Verlag, (2002), 
p. 135. 

11 See: Popper, K. Objective Knowledge: An Evolutionary Approach. Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 1972. (1972), p. 190. 

12 See: “Freude an der Arbeit”, Speech. 1985 August 31.  Holograph. Karl-Popper-Sammlung. 
Box: 254.7 

13 However, John Watkins had argued that Popper’s broader philosophy of history contains an 
“unmistakable trace of Hegelian historicism”. See: Watkins, J., “A whiff of Hegel in The Open 
Society” in Jarvie, I., and S. Pralong (eds.) Popper's Open Society After Fifty Years: The 
Continuing Relevance of Karl Popper. London: Routledge, 1999, p. 99. However, we have to 
keep in mind that Popper was not a trained academic historian and his formative years were not 
occupied with historical scholarship. The most important and lasting achievements, I believe, 
Popper made for scholarship are in the field of methodology. 

http://www.textlog.de/rudolf-eisler.html�
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optimistic attitude for our ability to solve the theoretical as well as practical 

problems that we set for ourselves.  

Scholarship on Popper has attempted to reveal the inherent unity, 

coherence and consistency of Popper’s thought despite the apparent disunity 

between his falsificationist methodological writings and his other theoretical 

works in the social sciences and the humanities.14 John Watkins most notably 

demonstrated the view that there is an inherent unity between his scientific and 

social thought. Watkins noted the affinities between his negative, falsificationist 

methodology and his ethical negative utilitarianism.15 Watkins also saw 

similarities between Popper’s “conjecturalist-cum-critical rationalism and his 

Periclean view of democracy”.16

Much of the criticism of Popper’s philosophy of science has been levelled 

against his methodological formalism and insistence that there is a knowable 

method to all fruitful scientific research and that method is the method of 

conjectures and refutations, also known as trial and error elimination. This thesis 

 This thesis accepts such similarities however, it 

seeks to recontextualise them alongside key differences.  

                                                 
14 Rosende reminds us that Popper was not the first philosopher to advocate the method of 

falsification for science, even if he is the most prominent proponent of this theory in its modern 
form. See: Rosende, D., “Popper on Refutability: Some Philosophical and Historical Questions” 
in Cohen R. S., and Z. Parusniková Eds. Rethinking Popper, Springer Verlag (Boston Studies in 
the Philosophy of Science), Vol. 272, (2009), pp.135-154. 

15 Watkins, J., “A whiff of Hegel in The Open Society”, in Jarvie, I., and S. Pralong. (1999), p. 97. 
Also see: Watkins, J. “The Unity of Popper’s Thought”, in Schlipp, A. Eds. The Philosophy of 
Karl Popper, La Salle, Illinois: The Open Court, (1974), pp. 371-412. According to Shearmur, 
“in the realm of public policy, he [Popper] commends to us what has been called negative 
utilitarianism: a concern for the remedy of avoidable suffering”. Shearmur states that this theory 
reveals an “explicitly ethical argument in his work, which interrelates his ideas in epistemology 
and morality, and in which he offers an epistemologically based reinterpretation of the Kantian 
categorical imperative”. Shearmur, J. The Political Thought of Karl Popper, London and New 
York: Routledge. (1996a), p. 25.  Shearmur has outlined the link between Popper’s political and 
epistemological thought which is explored further in this thesis. It is also worth noting that 
Shearmur linked Popper’s negative utilitarianism to Kant. The centrality of Kant for Popper’s 
thought is developed in Chapters Two and Three. In relation to Popper’s negative utilitarianism 
and his reading of J. S. Mill we cannot ignore Popper’s Kantian and social democratic 
background which is discussed in Chapter Eight. 

16 Popper summarised the Pariclean idea of democracy as the view that “Although only a few may 
originate a policy, we are all able to judge it”. See: Watkins, J., “A whiff of Hegel in The Open 
Society”, (1999), p. 97. 
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accepts such criticism as invaluable but does not seek to contribute to this long 

and well trodden path associated with Imre Lakatos’ criticism of Popper’s 

“solution” to the problem of induction. My aversion to dealing with Lakatos’ 

criticisms is twofold; firstly, the highly problematic and questionable nature of 

Lakatos’ criticisms and philosophy of science more broadly has already been 

dealt with by others such as David Miller and Joseph Agassi. Secondly, such 

discussions of Lakatos’ criticisms lies beyond the immediate task of this thesis.17 

Rather this thesis concerns itself with retracing Popper’s intellectual development, 

emphasising the particular way in which his philosophy developed and the 

potential for novel insights into his method that can be gained from retracing 

Popper’s intellectual steps. Critics of Popper such as Feyerabend have been 

concerned with showing that Popper’s philosophy of science is untenable as it 

does not reflect the institutional and practical realities of the way in which 

scientists actually work.18 In relation to Popper’s social thought, Feyerabend 

focused his criticism on the problems of historical interpretation that plague 

Popper’s work on the Greek philosophers.19 Feyerabend is joined by other 

specialists in showing how and where Popper has misread and misunderstood the 

works of figures from Thales to Arnold Toynbee. As a result Popper was often 

hostile to the “professional philosophers” who he considered useless, preferring 

instead the company of scientists.20

                                                 
17 Lakatos, I. “Popper on Demarcation and Induction”, in Schlipp, A. Eds. The Philosophy of Karl 

Popper, La Salle, Illinois: The Open Court, (1974), pp. 241-273. Also see: Miller, D. Out of 
Error: Further Essays on Critical Rationalism, Aldershot, Burlington: Ashgate, (2006), p. 37. 
Also see: Agassi, J. A Philosopher’s Apprentice: In Karl Popper’s Workshop. Amsterdam: 
Rodopi B. V., (1993), pp. 59-60, 92-93, 156-157. 

   

18 See: Paul Feyerabend’s Against Method, London: Verso, (1975). Some of Feyearbend’s major 
attacks on Popper’s thought are treated throughout this thesis. 

19 Feyerabend, P. Against Method, (1975), pp. 295-311. 
20 For an attack on the work of intellectuals see: Popper, K. Lesson of This Century: With Talks on 

Freedom and the Democratic State. London and New York: Routledge, (1997), pp. 87-90. 
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Interpretation of Popper’s thought has been marred by confusion 

concerning his ‘positivism’, ‘Kantianism’ and ‘Aristotelianism’ even his 

‘Platonism’. Redressing this problem was extremely difficult as Popper’s 

philosophy does not easily fit neatly under any of these labels, yet contains 

elements of each. This study finds that the two most important philosophies 

exhibited in Popper’s philosophy are of Kantian and Aristotelian extraction. 

Popper can be said to be neither a Kantian in the strictest sense nor an Aristotelian 

as he openly criticised or amended the positions of both Aristotle and Kant. 

Despite Popper’s objections to certain aspects of Kant’s and Aristotle’s thought, 

and the traditions they gave rise to, Kant and Aristotle remain ever present in 

Popper’s thought. They provide the central features of his thought even if their 

central doctrines are never in their entirety accepted by Popper himself.  

Assessing where the unity in Popper’s thought lies is a difficult task. In a 

famous podium debate that Popper had with Carl Friedrich von Weizsäcker, it 

was suggested by Weizsäcker that Popper’s Staatstheorie was developed out of 

his principle of falsification due to the structural similarities that they shared.21 

Popper replied that he had noticed such similarities. However, he did not build his 

political philosophy upon his epistemology. Popper stated that his epistemology 

did influence his political thought but that his arguments did not proceed logically 

from one to the other.22

                                                 
21 For the symposium in which this discussion between Popper and Weizsäcker took place see 

documentary: Zimmermann, U., “Lasst Theorien sterben, nicht Menschen!”, in 3 part series 
Philosophie Heute, Hamburg: NDR, 1990. 1 Videokassette, VHS, 45 Min. 

 If we accept that Popper’s political thought is not 

structurally derived from the logic of his earlier arguments in epistemology but 

that there are rhetorical and argumentative similarities, an exploration of such 

similarities becomes another avenue from which we can explore the depths of his 

political philosophy. Crucially, this thesis makes the case that understanding the 

22 See documentary: “Lasst Theorien sterben, nicht Menschen!”. (1990) 
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continuity between Popper’s falsificationist principle and his political thought 

rests on a reappraisal of Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie.  

Popper’s theory of falsifiability can be treated from two perspectives; the 

logical and the methodological. This thesis deals with the theory of falsifiability 

from the methodological perspective which is primarily concerned with the 

procedural or praxiological requirements associated with what Ian Jarvie has 

referred to as Popper’s “implicit sociology of science”.23

 This thesis does not oppose Popper’s assertion that his principle of 

falsification and his political writings were fundamentally different. At the broad 

philosophical level the general principles of critical rationalism such as a 

commitment to fallibilism, anti-essentialism, negativism and scepticism hold for 

both his understanding of science and rational argumentation in all our non-

scientific intellectual activity. However, the methodological procedures utilised 

 The criticism leveled 

against Popper’s theory of falsification from a logical perspective may have 

contributed to the changes in Popper’s methodological thought. Such criticisms of 

Popper’s theory of falsification from a logical perspective does not directly 

pertain to Popper’s theory on the methodological procedures for the social 

sciences and at the meta-level to the methods that he used in his non-scientific 

works. As a result this thesis does not directly examine the logical questions 

surrounding Popper’s theory of falsification as this does not directly pertain to the 

task of this thesis. There are, however, occasions in which brief contextualisations 

of logical criticisms of Popper’s theory of falsification are explored where they 

contribute to the thesis. 

                                                 
23 Jarvie, I., “Popper’s continuing Relevance”, in Cohen, R. S., and Z. Parusniková. . Rethinking 

Popper, Springer Verlag (Boston Studies in the Philosophy of Science), Vol. 272, (2009), p. 
219. 



 24 

by Popper in his non-scientific, that is, philosophical activities24

 

 created 

arguments that were non-falsifiable. Such non-falsifiable arguments did not 

pretend to be and were not in a strict logical position to refute the theories they 

were attacking as stipulated by their transcendental character.      

2. Interpreting Popper 

 

There have been many obstacles faced by those who seek to provide an 

account of Popper’s thought. This is partly due to the enormous amount of new 

material now available at the Karl-Popper-Sammlung, as well as the specialisation 

of the various fields of inquiry that Popper’s thought has been broken down into. 

Popper’s work ranged from linguistics, logic, cognitive psychology and 

theoretical physics to political, ethical and aesthetic thought. Scholars of Popper’s 

thought have focused their attention upon different aspects of Popper’s formative 

influences. Michel ter Hark has focused on the influence on Popper of Otto Selz 

who was also closely related to the Würzburg School.25 Similarly Arne F. 

Petersen’s work has focused on the importance of Karl Bühler of the Würzburg 

School.26

                                                 
24 We ought not to forget that Popper was first and foremost a philosopher, despite his remarkable 

erudition in fields such as logic, mathematics, physics, biology and psychology 

 David Miller has commented that Popper himself saw Selz, Bühler, 

25 See; Ter Hark, M. “The Psychology of Thinking, Animal Psychology, and the Young Karl 
Popper,” in Journal of the History of the Behavioural Sciences, Vol. 40. No. 4. Wiley 
Periodicals, Inc., (2004)a: 375 – 392. And; Ter Hark, M. Popper, Otto Selz, and the rise of 
evolutionary epistemology, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, (2004b). And; Ter Hark, 
M. “Searching for the Searchlight Theory: From Karl Popper to Otto Selz”, in Journal of the 
History of Ideas. Academic Research Library. Vol. 64, No. 3, (July 2003): 465. 

26 See: Petersen, A. F. Petersen, Arne F, “Popper’s Gewöhnungstheorie Assembled and Faced with 
other Theories of Learning,” in An. Inst. De Ist. “G. Bariţ” din Cluj-Napoca, Series 
Humanistica, Vol. VI, (2008): 265-287. And; Petersen, A. F. “Popper, Sir Karl Raymond”, in 
Encyclopedia of Empiricism, Don Garrett and Edward Barbanell., Eds. Westport, Connecticut: 
Greenwood Press, 1997: 326.  And; Petersen, A. F. “On Emergent Pre-Language and Language 
Evolution and Transcendent Feedback From Language Production on Cognition and Emotion in 
Early Man”, in J. Wind et al., Eds. Language Origin: A Multidisciplinary Approach, 
Netherlands: Kluwer Academic Publishers, (1992). And; Petersen, A. F. “Towards a Rational 
Theory of the Mind: Lifelines in Popper’s Deductive Approach to Psychology”. In ETC.: A 
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Nelson, and Einstein as crucial influences.27 Miller also states the work of the 

logician and mathematician Alfred Tarski was another central influence.28

In Learning from Error: Karl Popper’s Psychology of Learning (1984) 

William Berkson and John Wettersten are of the opinion that even though the 

immediate roots of Popper’s philosophy of science was the psychology of the 

Würzburg School, especially the psychologies of Otto Selz (1881-1943) and Karl 

Bühler, the origin of his philosophy remains quite vague. A “submerging” of his 

psychological theory by Anglophone political scholars has led to what Berkson 

and Wettersten believed to be a misunderstanding of his psychology and 

methodology.

 Such 

scholars have made great strides in uncovering the development of Popper’s 

philosophy however, it remains to be shown how exactly these influences on 

Popper’s thought relate to each other and were expressed in and through his work. 

This study seeks to make steps towards redressing this problem.  

29

                                                                                                                                                         
Review of General Semantic. Published by the International Society for General Semantics, 
1985. And; Petersen. A. F. “The Role of Problems and Problem Solving in Popper’s Early Work 
on Psychology”, in Philosophy of the Social Sciences, Vol. 14 No. 2, 1984: 239 – 250. 

  

27 This point was made to me in private correspondence. See email: Miller, D., to Naraniecki, A. 
23 August 2008. Joseph Agassi also emphasises the importance of Einstein for Popper’s 
philosophical development. See; Agassi, J. A Philosopher’s Apprentice: In Karl Popper’s 
Workshop, Amsterdam: Rodopi, (1993) p. 20. Agassi is correct in asserting that Einstein’s 
decision to abandon his general theory or relativity as false if it could not be confirmed by 
certain experiments was the founding idea for Popper’s philosophy. Popper maintained a belief 
throughout his life in the ideal of the scientific method being exhibited by Einstein’s attitude 
towards the refutation of is own work. However, Hilary Putnam later pointed out that the 
decision to accept the truthfulness of the general theory of relativity was not unproblematicly 
based upon experimental empirical data. The reason for this being that the experiment produced 
four poor quality photographs; depending on which result one accepted it was possible to accept 
an Einsteinian deviation, a Newtonian deviation or even a double Einsteinian deviation. Real 
experimental confirmation of Einstein’s theory would not be possible until the 1960s. Also see: 
Putnam, H. (2002) The Collapse of the Fact/Value Dichotomy and other Essays. Cambridge: 
Harvard UP, p. 180, note 22. Also see: Earman, J., and C. Glymour. “The Gravitational Redshift 
as a Test of General Relativity: History and Analysis”, in Historical Studies in the Physical 
Sciences Vol. 11, (1980) pp. 175-214. Paul Feyerabend also criticised Popper’s attributing of the 
method of falsification to Einstein on this instance. See: Feyerabend, P. Against Method (1975) 
pp. 57, fn. 8, and 213, fn. 86 

28 For Miller’s quote on the influence of Tarski upon Popper see; Miller, D. Out of Error: Further 
Essays on Critical Rationalism, Aldershot, Burlington: Ashgate, (2006) Ch 9, p. 56. 

29 Berkson , W., and J. Wettersten. Learning From Error: Karl Popper’s Psychology of Learning, 
Open Court Publishing, (1984), p. 41. 
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Much of what is perceived as unique within Popper’s thought is, sensibly 

enough, the continuation of earlier philosophical problems that were central to the 

Würzburg School.  Berkson and Wettersten locate the influence of the Würzburg 

School on Popper’s thought, however, I will also follow Arne F. Peterson in 

tracing the Kantian influences in Die beiden Grundprobleme der 

Erkenntnistheorie (1930-1933 [1979]). Peterson’s work helps to overcome what 

Berkson and Wettersten regarded as the vagueness of Popper’s intellectual origins 

by observing the continuing influences of Popper’s early psychology in his work 

on scientific methodology.  

Malachi Hacohen traces another key influence in Popper’s early life in the 

milieu of the fin-de-siècle assimilated Austrian Jewry.30 However, Hacohen’s 

book Karl Popper The Formative Years 1902-1945 (2000) although importantly 

delving into some of Popper’s early influences from the Würzburg School’s 

Denkpsychologie, does not relate this to the totality of Popper’s thought. Popper is 

seen to have made “breakthroughs” in which his early Würzburgian thought is 

seen to be replaced with new thought systems.31

                                                 
30 Hacohen, M. Karl Popper, (2000), p. 2. 

 This argument of Hacohen’s 

undermines the place of the theories of the Würzburgers, particularly the theories 

of Karl Bühler that Popper held throughout his life, which increasingly became 

apparent in his later years. Hacohen’s study of Popper’s philosophy is distorted by 

what it leaves out and does not take a close enough look at the influences of Karl 

Bühler and the Würzburg School, as well as the role of Julius Kraft, each of  

whom this thesis explores in greater detail. By leaving out Popper’s later 

ontological and political writings, Hacohen’s study could not examine the 

importance of the formative features of Popper’s thought and how they evolved 

31 Hacohen, M. Karl Popper, (2000), pp. 142, 171. 
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and changed within Popper’s work throughout his life. This criticism 

notwithstanding, Hacohen’s book has been invaluable in opening up many of 

Popper’s formative Viennese influences to a broader English speaking audience. 

Although those close to Popper were often previously aware of such influences, 

outside of small handful of individuals in the English speaking world little was 

known about Popper’s work and life in Vienna. 

Jeremy Shearmur, a former student of Popper’s, has made use of the 

recently opened Popper Archives to explicate the important Popper-Hayek 

relationship in Hayek and After (1996) and The Political thought of Karl Popper 

(1996). These last two works, as well as Geoffrey Stokes’ book Popper: 

Philosophy, Politics and Scientific Method (1998) which also accesses the Popper 

archival material, elucidate the major intellectual strands of Popperian thought by 

synthesising his major works into a coherent liberal program. This thesis builds 

on their work by drawing connections between Popper’s political thought and his 

early engagement with the Würzburg School and its most important theorists 

Oswald Külpe (1862 – 1915) and Karl Bühler.  

In Popper: Philosophy, Politics and Scientific Method, Stokes concludes 

that Popper’s thought fails to achieve the explicit anti-dogmatism of his life’s 

work, which is a point that this thesis supports given the important role of 

tradition within Popper’s thought. Stokes is adamant that contrary to widespread 

belief and Popper’s own declaration, his political ideas cannot be classified as 

liberal in any straightforward way.32

                                                 
32 Stokes, G. Popper: Philosophy, Politics and Scientific Method, Cambridge: Polity Press, (1998), 

p. 46. 

 This is an important argument which is 

supported by this thesis. One of the undercurrents in this thesis is the development 

of the idea that although Popper was highly influenced by the classical liberalism 

of J. S. Mill, his reading of Mill was skewed by his Viennese social democratic 
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and progressivist politics. This raises interesting possibilities as to what 

constitutes the real nature of Popper’s political project, particularly if the 

conventional analysis of Popper’s liberalism is based upon examinations of The 

Poverty of Historicism (1957) and The Open Society and Its Enemies (1945).  

Another promising source of literature on Popper’s political thought is 

Herbert Keuth’s The Philosophy of Karl Popper (2005) which does examine the 

problems of Popper’s early works such as Die beiden Grundprobleme der 

Erkenntnistheorie (1979).33

 

 Keuth does not, however, manage to relate these early 

works to Popper’s mature political thought, rather he provides the reader with a 

scholastic account of the main philosophical features of Popper’s writings. 

However, what is now needed is a greater questioning of our conventional 

understanding of the central philosophical features underlying Popper’s thought. 

3. Overview of Chapters 

 

The first substantive task of this thesis begins in Chapter Two by re-

contextualising Popper within a Kantian tradition, arguing that it was Popper’s 

friend during his formative philosophical years in Vienna, Julius Kraft, who was 

responsible for the way in which Popper approached Kant. Through Kraft, Popper 

was introduced to the thought of Leonard Nelson and Jakob Fries and a tradition 

of critical rationalism which Popper would continue both in his methodological 

orientation and late German Enlightenment intellectual values. Attention is then 

turned towards placing Popper within a proper context in relation to the Vienna 

Circle. The complexity of Popper’s relationship to the Vienna Circle is often a 

                                                 
33 Keuth, H. The Philosophy of Karl Popper, [2000]. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 

(2005). 
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point of confusion as some view Popper as a member of the Vienna Circle while 

others minimise Popper’s association with this group. By better understanding the 

influence of the Circle’s members upon Popper we not only remove the myths 

surrounding Popper’s positivism, but also place the logical positivism of the 

Vienna Circle within its proper philosophical context.   

After framing Popper within the Kantian tradition of Fries and his 

followers and relating Popper to the movement known as the Vienna Circle, 

Chapter Three begins the main analytical task of this dissertation, namely, 

exploring Popper’s revision of Kant and developing the implications this would 

have for the rest of his thought. This chapter relates how Popper in Die beiden 

Grundprobleme modified what he believed to be Kant’s unsatisfactory solution to 

the problems of the validation of synthetic a priori judgements in the 

“transcendental analytic” and “transcendental dialectic”. It is argued here that 

Popper’s final standpoint concerning synthetic a priori judgements relied on 

Kant’s critical rationalism despite the inconclusiveness of Kant’s attempt to prove 

the existence of law-like regularities.34

The possibility of this synthesis was assured by Popper’s acceptance of 

Kant’s transcendental criticism, or more broadly stated transcendental method, 

and an appreciation of its role in relation to science and the conditions of reality. 

 This chapter then discusses how Popper 

was able to use his knowledge in the field of cognitive psychology in his revision 

of Kant as a result of his understanding of Kant’s transcendental method.  Thus, 

the unique features of Popper’s philosophy can be seen to be a result of a 

synthesis of a particular interpretation of Kant and his problems and solutions 

framed through his discussions with Julius Kraft, alongside the cognitive 

psychology, linguistics and biology that he gained as a student of Karl Bühler.  

                                                 
34 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, London and New 

York: Routledge, (2009), pp. 82-83. 
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With an understanding of the importance of the transcendental method for Popper, 

his later preoccupations with the problem of truth, natural necessity and ontology 

do not seem like digressions from critical rationalism, particularly regarding 

Popper’s metaphysical ‘turn’ and late ontology. Assuring the possibility of truth 

in the relationship between our theories and reality was necessary for our 

understanding (even if fallible) of natural laws which is a precondition for our 

ability to know the world directly through our theories. The fact that we do make 

theories, not only in science but also unconsciously in the way we experience the 

world, not only assures Popper’s transcendental method but also his realism. 

Popper thus avoids what he believed to be the unsatisfactory idealism and 

inconclusiveness of Kant’s philosophy.  

Chapter Four explores in greater depth the rationale for Popper’s need to 

hold a correspondence theory of truth. It explores some technical methodological 

problems with Popper’s use of Tarski’s Semantic Theory and argues that it was 

necessary for Popper to hold a nominal definition of truth as correspondence to 

the facts in order to ensure the predictability of our hypotheses due to the 

possibility of universals and natural dispositions. Thus, truth in reality is a 

justification, or more correctly seen as a kind of “ground of validity” or 

Geltungsgrund35

Chapter Five examines some of the epistemological, argumentative and 

linguistic insights that Popper gained from his work on ontology and metaphysics. 

Central to this is Popper’s understanding of anti-essentialism and his opposition to 

essentialist definitions in argumentation derived from Julius Kraft’s Kantian 

opposition to Husserlian and Heideggarian philosophies of Erlebnisse. It then 

 of the transcendental aspects of our arguments that are used to 

support non-testable or irrefutable theories, such as those in the social sciences.  

                                                 
35 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 14, note +1. 
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analyses the way in which Popper describes ethical theories as epistemological 

theories, revealing a tendency in Popper’s thought to disguise ethical and 

subjective convictions as objective epistemological principles. It is argued that 

although Popper’s arguments in the social sciences are often justified by empirical 

support from biology or analytical support from logic or geometry, such 

arguments when analogously applied to the social sciences lack grounds for 

validation and reveal Popper’s own subjective ethical convictions as their source 

of ultimate grounding. 

Chapter Six explores the way that Popper assured the other “grounds of 

validity” necessary to ensure that our synthetic judgements or statements about 

reality, that is the “world of our experience”,36

Popper came to the conclusion that by reflecting the law-likeness of the 

states of events in reality, the universals that exist in our words, theories, music or 

art, through the possibility of being inter-subjectively knowable must also have an 

 are possible. The only way that 

theories are possible (and the successfulness of theoretical problem-solving in 

nature and in the sciences are an intuitive and commonsense support for this), are 

if we accept a philosophical realism and a belief that we can know the objects of 

our experience as they exist outside of our subjective understanding. Popper’s 

understanding of transcendentals, that is, the universals that exist every time we 

use definitions in regard to a particular empirical statement are further evidence of 

natural laws and our ability to understand the reality of external objects. The 

possibility of communicating objectively such knowledge of experience or of 

facts, reality or the external world is evidence that humans have evolved the 

ability to grasp the nature, albeit fallibly, of the external world through our 

imposition of theories.  

                                                 
36 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 14. 
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ontological reality external to the subjective intellect that creates such entities. 

Thus, Popper’s World 3 ontology was not developed for its own sake, as some 

sort of metaphysical system that can explain everything, but was developed as a 

means of explaining how it is that we can make the theories about the world that 

comprise our knowledge. Popper’s work in the social sciences at the same time 

raised new difficulties for his methodology due to unfalsifiable arguments for 

social scientific disciplines. The World 3 ontology can be understood as a task 

that Popper set for himself to better understand the limitations, strengths and 

possibilities created by unfalsifiable arguments and transcendental criticisms. 

Briefly put, “World 3 ontology” describes Popper’s understanding of our universe 

which is comprised of three interacting realms. The first realm or “World 1” is the 

world of physical objects. The second realm or “World 2” is the world of mental 

processes or the mental activity of our individual subjective minds which interacts 

both with Worlds 1 and 3. The third realm or “World 3” is made up of the objects 

or contents of our thoughts which have an objective existence independent of the 

subject thinking them. 

Chapter Seven analyses in greater depth the features of Popper’s social 

theory as it developed in this anti-essentialist and anti-expressivist direction with 

a comparison with the writing of Isaiah Berlin. Such a comparison reveals the 

depth and analytical strength of Popper’s arguments. Chapter Eight expands our 

understanding of Popper’s social thought by examining how he proceeded to 

develop new rhetorical and argumentative tools befitting the strengths of 

transcendental criticism and its use in political and ethical arguments. This 

chapter understands Popper’s later writings as an experimentation with different 

transcendental arguments in different fields of the humanities. These later lectures 

have not received much scholarly attention apart from a handful Popper scholars. 
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As such, this thesis exemplifies a heuristic by which we can delve into such works 

thereby gaining a greater understanding of the importance of Popper’s revision of 

Kant.
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Chapter Two 
The Viennese Context 

 

1. Introduction 

 

This chapter provides a contextualisation of Popper’s thought within his 

formative Viennese environment. Further, this chapter isolates some key 

influences of Popper’s formative development that are a necessary historical 

backdrop to the more technical investigation of Popper’s evolving methodological 

thought and how this affected his non-scientific writings. Popper’s relationship 

with the Vienna Circle and central European analytical philosophy more broadly 

will be explained in Section Two. This will be accomplished by drawing on the 

existing scholarship in conjunction with various letters of correspondence. Such a 

picture of Popper’s relationship with the Vienna Circle is complex. By drawing 

out some of these complexities this chapter hopes to eliminate some of the 

misconceptions that have characterised previous interpretations of Popper’s 

involvement with the Circle. In Section Three, the most important Kantian 

influence on Popper’s formative development, namely his friend Julius Kraft, will 

be discussed. This will set the scene for an exploration of the Kantian 

epistemological setting of Popper’s methodology in Section Four and again in 

Chapter Three.   

 

 

 



 35 

 

2. The Vienna Circle 
 
 

 
Popper’s intellectual and social connections to the Vienna Circle were 

complicated and this makes interpreting his early thought notoriously difficult. 

This section demonstrates that Popper’s early thought incorporated Kantian 

elements from the Vienna Circle as well as some non-Kantian positions that 

Popper received through intellectuals of the Lvov-Warsaw School. Nonetheless, 

Popper disagreed on many of the central premises held by the Vienna School 

“neo-positivists”.1 Possibly as a result he was never privileged with a personal 

invitation to attend Schlick’s seminar, thus was never officially a member.2 

Popper was not, as Kołakowski described, one of the most prominent members of 

the Vienna Circle,3 nor was he a logical positivist as Feyerabend stated.4

It was largely through the work of Otto Neurath that the group of 

Viennese analytical philosophers known as the Vienna Circle achieved fame, 

 Despite 

this, his writings and actions were seen to directly contribute to the reputation of 

the Circle. It is out of this complex social intellectual environment that much of 

the confusion concerning Popper’s positivism arises.   

                                                 
1 I do not like to refer to intellectuals associated with the Vienna Circle as “neo-positivists” or 

“logical-positivists” or any similar term. I find that although logical positivism characterised an 
aspect, if not the defining aspect of their work, such a definition undermines the breadth, depth 
and richness of the thought of the members of the Vienna Circle. Where I have used such 
expressions, it is merely to avoid confusion by keeping with the conventions in which 
philosophers have traditionally spoken of them. The use of such names also reflects the way in 
which Popper himself referred to its members in his published works and is thus keeping with 
Popper’s public story, which often differed from the actual story of Popper’s interaction with 
those in his close circle of associates.  

2 Popper, K. Unended Quest, [1974], 1993, p. 84. Also see: Hacohen, M. Karl Popper – The 
Formative Years, 1902 – 1945, (2000), pp. 186-195.   

3 Kołakowski, L. Positivist Philosophy: From Hume to the Vienna Circle. Pelican Books, (1972), 
p. 209. It is not the case as Kołakowski asserted that in regards to falsificationism as a criterion 
for meaningfulness that “…such a view dismisses all metaphysical doctrines and religious 
beliefs as meaningless”. Kołakowski, L. (1972), p. 216. Such doctrines and beliefs may not be 
scientific, but they are also far from being meaningless. 

4 Feyerabend, P. Against Method, (1975), p. 112. 
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especially through Neurath’s journal Erkenntnis.5 The Vienna Circle tended to be 

seen as a homogenous group devoted to an oversimplified and naïve focus upon 

Russellian and Wittgesteinian logical positivistic doctrines. Popper’s public 

writings did not help the problem of this misconception surrounding the Vienna 

Circle. Popper perceived that his reputation abroad during the years in New 

Zealand (1937-1945), in which he wrote The Open Society, and after would hinge 

upon his association with the Circle. Popper relied heavily upon the endorsements 

and testimonies of the members of the Circle in the years before taking the post at 

the London School of Economics in 1946 and did much to sustain his seminal 

influence in the Circle. This can be seen in Unended Quest in which Popper 

claimed responsibility for killing logical positivism and sealing the Circle’s fate.6

However, through Popper’s private correspondence we get a remarkably 

different picture of his relationship to the members of the Circle. As the Vienna 

Circle constituted the pre-eminent philosophical school in Austria, Popper was 

invariably drawn towards them. He formed life-long intellectual relationships 

with members of this group, even close friendships. If he were to build an 

international reputation, the Vienna Circle would have appeard as a very 

promising avenue towards this end. In Unended Quest Popper gave as one of his 

reasons for writing Logik der Forschung a desire to travel abroad due to a feeling 

that central Europe would once again be plunged into another catastrophe.

 

7

                                                 
5 See: Popper, K. “Memories of Otto Neurath”, [1973] in: After The Open Society: Selected Social 

and Political Writings. Edited by Jeremy Shearmur and Piers Norris Turner. London and New 
York: Routledge, 2008, p. 29. 

 

Popper built his career around the Vienna Circle and relied heavily on the 

recommendations of its members in building his international reputation and 

securing employment abroad. The letters of correspondence between Popper and 

6 Popper, K. Unended Quest, [1974], 1993, p. 88. 
7 Popper, K. Unended Quest, [1974], 1993,  p. 107. 
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Carnap from 1940 to 1950 help to break down certain naïve myths of the Vienna 

Circle intended for public consumption that Neurath, the ideologue of the Circle, 

for political reasons and Popper for professional reasons helped to create.8  

Despite their technical philosophical differences Popper and Carnap continued to 

work on similar scientific problems such as probability as well as concerning 

themselves with similar ethical and political debates. The letters between Popper 

and Carnap reveal a congenial and collaborative friendship of two remarkably 

similar scholars both imbued with the thought of Kant. Carnap stated in one of his 

letters that he believed that his views in questions of semantics largely agreed 

with Popper’s.9

Politically the two held similar positions in relation to the problematic 

reception and understanding of Hayek’s thought in the U.S.A. Both felt that 

aspects of his thought opposing unrestricted capitalism had been neglected.

  

10 

Carnap also felt the need to criticise Marx carefully in order: “not to furnish 

arguments to those who not only differ with his views but also reject his goal”.11  

From these letters we get a sense of the common concerns with political and 

social problems that united Popper with Carnap. We can also see that Carnap was 

ready to provide advice and criticism of Popper’s political arguments. Within the 

breadth of intellectual concerns that characterised the thought of members of the 

Vienna Circle Popper’s thought has its rightful place. But this has been a matter 

of considerable scholarly debate.12

                                                 
8 See: Popper, K. “Correspondence with Carnap on Social Philosoph (1940-50)”, in After The 

Open Society (2008), pp. 85-108. Also see: Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Klagenfurt, Box 282-24 
Carnap Rudolf. 

  

9 Letter of correspondence: Carnap to Popper, January 29, 1943. See: Popper, K. (2008), p. 88. 
10 Letters of correspondence: Popper to Carnap, 25 April 1946. Carnap to Popper, 17 November, 

1946. 
11 Letters of correspondence: Carnap to Popper, January 29, 1943. Popper to Carnap, 31 March 

1943. See: Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), pp. 88-107. 
12 It should be noted that by 1935 Carnap rarely took part in the meetings of the Vienna Circle. 

See: Miller, D. Out of Error, (2006), p. 9. 
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David Frisby also locates Popper’s thought within the positivist camp of 

the Vienna Circle. Nevertheless, he also hints at an alternative locating of 

Popper’s thought within a neo-Kantian camp. Frisby stated that the analytical 

theory of science associated with logical positivism moved beyond its radical 

phase into two separate yet sometimes overlapping directions. The first direction 

concerned the logical reconstruction of scientific languages and the second with 

the logico-methodological reconstruction of the research process itself.13 The 

former tradition Frisby associates with Carnap’s work which led to what became 

known as ordinary language philosophy. The latter, Frisby associates with 

Popper’s concept of falsificationism. Frisby then states that Popper broadened his 

theory of scientific method to incorporate the social and political world.14

At this point it is important not to oppose the Vienna Circle to the neo-

Kantians. Rather it is the case that Popper’s thought reflects the complexity of the 

Viennese intellectual environment in which the two trajectories along which 

logical positivism developed were themselves due to a broader neo-Kantian 

inheritance. Frisby makes indications towards this complex inheritance by stating 

that the neo-Kantian conception of science “reduces science to methodology in 

such a way that what characterizes science is its methodology in the abstract”.

  

15 

This is stated to be the position of both the South West School and the Marburg 

School, both of which isolated methodology from its object in the development of 

their approaches to science.16

                                                 
13 Frisby, D. “Introduction to the English Translation”, in Adorno, T., et al., The Positivist Dispute 

in German Sociology, London: Heinemann Educational Books, (1976), pp. xxvi-xxvii. 

 Thus we see two neo-Kantian positions 

underpinning an aspect of neo-positivism that Popper’s thought was seen to 

characterise. This separation of a central feature of the Vienna Circle from the 

14 Frisby, D. “Introduction to the English Translation”, (1976), pp. xxvi-xxvii. 
15 Frisby, D. “Introduction to the English Translation”, (1976), pp. xxvii-xxviii. 
16 Frisby, D. “Introduction to the English Translation”, (1976), pp. xxvii-xxviii. 
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logical-empiricism of Wittgenstein raises problems for our understanding of the 

“neo-positive” nature of the Circle in general. In this regard it is safer to 

understand Popper’s thought as resulting from a neo-Kantian tradition to a greater 

extent than a neo-positivist one. 

Popper’s understanding of science is remarkably neo-Kantian and reflects 

aspects of both the South-West School and the Marburg School. Windelband of 

the South-West School made the distinction between a science generating laws 

from a science of individual events: the former are considered to be nomothetic 

and the later to be idiographic.17 Popper’s understanding of science is a 

modification of the nomothetic understanding which holds laws as existing in 

nature and it is our task to discover them through the generation of hypotheses 

which aim at a high degree of “verisimilitude” or likeness to the truth. However, it 

is to the Marburg School of Cohen and Natorp to which we must turn to 

appreciate the greatest debt that Popper owed to neo-Kantian science. The 

Marburg School was primarily interested in scientific knowledge and took 

scientific cognition to be the prototype of all cognition. For them, epistemology 

was the analysis of the logical foundations (or in Popper’s case lack thereof) of 

the exact sciences. Frisby suggests that in some respect modern positivism has its 

roots in this tradition.18

                                                 
17 Frisby, D. “Introduction to the English Translation”, in Adorno, T., et al., The Positivist Dispute 

in German Sociology, London: Heinemann Educational Books, (1976), p. xx, note 32. 

 If this is the case, then Popper had a unique advantage 

over the other members of the Vienna Circle as his early education was directly 

influenced by Marburg School cognitive theory through the cognitive psychology 

being conducted by the Würzburg School of which Popper’s supervisor Karl 

Bühler was a member. The full impact of this tradition of neo-Kantianism upon 

18 Frisby, D. “Introduction to the English Translation”, (1976), p. xx, note 32. 
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Popper’s thought is treated in greater detail in the following chapter. For now 

there still remains the problem of Popper’s involvement with the Vienna Circle.  

Friedrich Stadler argued that viewed from a greater distance Popper’s 

work can be seen to be closer to that of the Vienna Circle than Popper himself 

cared to admit, and that the Vienna Circle members themselves would not have 

perceived such a great separation between themselves and Popper.19 Stadler has 

shown that Popper, despite his intellectual disagreements, was on good terms with 

its members many of whom he met with regularly.20 The similarity of Popper’s 

thought with that emanating from the Vienna Circle can be supported from a 

number of different standpoints. However, the most important theoretical 

similarities between the two do not pertain to the unique features of the Vienna 

Circle’s logical positivism and language philosophy, but are the result of the 

shared Kantian epistemological mindset found in both Popper and the early works 

of the members of the Circle such as Schlick and Carnap. Recent work on the 

Vienna Circle supports the need to appreciate the fundamentally Kantian mindset 

that underpinned the way its members approached the philosophy of science and 

which influenced the broader conceptual distinctions that they formed.21

                                                 
19 Stadler, F. Studien zum Wiener Kreis. Ursprung, Entwicklung und Wiurkung des Logischen 

Empirismus im Kontext, Frankfurt am Main: Suhrkamp Verlag, (1997), p. 472. 

 

According to Friedman in Foundations of Space-Time Theories (1983), the 

Vienna Circle itself started as a neo-Kantian movement whose observational-

theoretical distinction was actually a continuation of the Kantian form-content 

20 Stadler, F. Studien zum Wiener Kreis, (1997), pp. 489-545. However, Popper’s relationship with 
the members of the circle was not all positive. After criticising Reichenbach in a conference in 
Prague 1934, upon their first meeting at which Carnap was present, Reichenbach refused to 
shake Popper’s hand (p. 541). 

21 For example: Ryckman argues that the logical empiricists division between “factual” and 
“conventional” aspects of scientific knowledge reflects a “lingering residue of a Neo-Kantian 
interpretation of the theory of relativity”. See; Ryckman, T. “P(oint) – C (oincidence) – 
Thinking: The Ironical Attachment of Logical Empiricism to General Relativity (and Some 
Lingering Consequences)”. Studies in History and Philosophy of Science, 23. 3. (1992), pp. 471-
497.  
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distinction; as a result much of the Circle’s philosophy of science remained 

“indirectly Kantian”.22

Despite the similar problem situations and neo-Kantian undercurrents that 

united Popper with the Vienna Circle, his work nonetheless contains many 

different technical features to that of the Circle’s other members. To appreciate 

the scientific methodological and epistemological points of divergence between 

Popper and the Vienna Circle, it is fruitful to compare Popper’s work with that of 

another central European school of analytical philosophy, namely the Lvov-

Warsaw School. The influence of this school upon Popper primarily through the 

person of Alfred Tarski has been well noted and is dealt with in Chapter Four of 

this thesis. Through the use of Tarski’s work as well as that of other members of 

the Lvov-Warsaw School, Popper used one tradition of analytical philosophy to 

counter the arguments of the Viennese analytical philosophers such as, Carnap, 

Schlick and Reichenbach, as well as Wittgenstein in Cambridge. However, as 

Burdman-Feferman and Feferman have shown, the members of the Vienna Circle 

themselves, particularly Carnap, were directly influenced by Tarski and through 

him were influenced by the other prominent figures of the Lvov-Warsaw 

School.

 

23

However, Popper was also familiar with the writings of other members of 

this school and his personal library contained books both in English and in Polish 

by the figures of this school.

  

24

                                                 
22 Friedman, M. Foundations of Space-Time Theories. Princeton University Press, Princeton, 

(1983), p. 7. 

 Popper’s understanding of rationality has closer 

affinities with the anti-irrationalism of one of the school’s leading thinkers 

23 Burdman-Feferman, A., and S. Feferman, Alfred Tarski: Life and Logic, Cambridge University 
Press, (2004), Ch. 4, 5. 

24For instance, Popper wrote inside the front cover of Jan Łukasiewicz’s Aristotle’s Syllogistic, 
that “This is the first competent book in English on Aristotle’s Syllogistic”. See; Karl-Popper-
Sammlung, University of Klagenfurt Library, Austria.  
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Kazimierz Ajdukiewicz (1890 – 1963) than with any of the Viennese ‘positivists’. 

For Ajdukiewicz, every rationally accepted proposition ought to be inter-

subjectively communicable and testable.25 This emphasis upon the link between 

standards of rationality, testability and inter-subjective requirements for 

objectivity reflect the central pillars of Popper’s critical rationalist methodology.26

More broadly, Popper’s methodological approach to analytical philosophy 

can also be seen to be closer to the Lvov-Warsaw School than to the Vienna 

Circle. In opposition to Wittgenstein and his influence upon the Vienna Circle, 

Popper, much like the Lvov-Warsaw School, saw the task of analytical 

philosophy as not primarily concerned with linguistic analysis. Popper (at least 

after the Logik) in accordance with Twardowski (1866 –1938), the School’s 

founder, saw that philosophy should concern itself with problems rather than 

distinguishing between different modes of “good” (scientific) and “bad” 

(metaphysical) knowledge.

 

27

                                                 
25 Adjukiewicz, K. Problems and Theories of Philosophy. Henryk Skolimowski. Trans. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1973, p. 68. 

 Although Popper made such a distinction in his 

26 For inter-subjective requirements for objectivity see: Popper. K. Knowledge and The Mind-Body 
Problem: In Defence of Interaction, London and New York: Routledge, (1994a), p. 84.  Here 
Popper wrote of “a genetically based instinct to acquire, by imitation, a specifically human 
language which is fit to be the carrier of objective knowledge”. For standards of rationality and 
testability see Popper’s discussion of “corroboration” in: Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific 
Discovery (1959), pp. 273-276. Also see O’Hear’s discussion on the role of deduction and 
standards of rationality in Popper’s thought. O’Hear, A., The Arguments of the Philosophers: 
Karl Popper London: Routledge, (1980), p. 20. Also see: Miller, D. Out of Error, (2006), p. 13: 
“There is…the explanation of scientific objectivity in terms of inter-subjectivity…which 
acknowledges that individual scientists are not objective, but maintains that in a milieu of free 
critical discussion, possible only in an open society, subjectivity, where it is dangerous, may be 
largely neutralized”.   

27 Twardowski, K. On Actions, Products and Other Topics in Philosophy. Johannes Brandl and 
Jan Wolenski eds. Poznán: Poznán Studies in the Philosophy of Sciences and the Humanities, 
Rodopi. Vol. 67, p. 56. For Twardowski’s understanding of the role and method of philosophy 
see: Wolenski, J. (1989) Logic and Philosophy in the Lvov-Warsaw School. 
Dordrecht/Boston/London: Kluwer, pp. 36-41. Twardowski like Popper rejected the unscientific 
treatment of metaphysical problems not the problems themselves. Twardowski developed the 
distinction between metaphysics (which is reflective of Popper’s attitude towards the 
importance of metaphysics for scientific theory formation) and metaphysicism. The latter is 
defined by Wolenski as any manner of investigating philosophical problems which in advance 
assumes a definite metaphysical solution (p. 38).Twardowski’s doctrine of Metaphysicism can 
also be seen to accurately describe Popper’s major criticisms of Hegel and the German idealist 
system builders. Also according to Wolenski, the separation of philosophy as a science from 
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falsificationist methodology, reflecting the concerns that he shared with the 

Vienna Circle (a methodological formalism which to Popper’s detriment he could 

never overcome and which Feyerabend strongly criticised),28 he nonetheless saw 

the need to solve concrete problems as being  a more fundamental concern.29 As 

metaphysics was believed to play a part in problem solving then it could not be 

abandoned by Popper; however, it must be regulated by reason and guided by our 

background store of conjectural knowledge. In this way Popper’s dissent from the 

anti-metaphysical insistence of Wittgenstein’s linguistified Kantianism and 

finitism, that was shared in variable measure by the logical positivists of the 

Vienna Circle, reflected the standpoint of another leading member of the Lvov-

Warsaw school, namely Tadeusz Kotarbiński (1886-1981). Kotarbiński saw the 

metaphysical discipline of ontology, as being indispensable for philosophical 

inquiry.30 For Popper, metaphysics was intrinsic to science, insofar as explanatory 

theories transcend experience. Metaphysics is unavoidable as every “fact” for 

Popper contains “universals” which entail “law-like” behaviour.31

                                                                                                                                                         
philosophical world-views was a central element of Twardowski’s thought and led to a special 
duty within the Lvov-Warsaw School for philosophers to be critical and self-critical (pp. 40-41). 

 However, 

accepting that metaphysics are intrinsic to science and not something in 

opposition to it then Popper in his mature post-Logik thought, from a broad 

philosophical perspective can be seen to accept what Victor Kraft believed to be 

28 For Feyerabend’s criticism of Popper’s formalism or methodological idealism see: Feyerabend, 
P., Against Method, (1975), Ch. 17, 18. 

29 These arguments are found in Popper’s writings on “evolutionary epistemology” in the essay 
“Evolution and the Tree of Knowledge” in Objective Knowledge (1972). As well as: Popper K.  
“Evolutionary Epistemology”, in Evolutionary Theory: Paths into the Future. J. W. Pollard, Ed. 
Chichester: John Wiley & Sons Ltd., (1984). Similar arguments concerning the praxiological or 
concrete problem solving can be found in: Popper, K. All Life is Problemsolving, London: 
Routledge, (1999), particularly in the lecture titled “All Life is Problem Solving”. Also see 
Diego Rosende’s discussion Popper’s distinction between methodological and logical 
falsifiability in: Cohen, R. S., and Z. Parusniková (eds.), (2009), pp. 144-151. 

30 Ajdukiewicz, K. Problems and Theories of Philosophy. Henryk Skolimowski, Trans. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. (1973), p. xi. For an account of Kortabiński’s 
ontology see: Wolenski, J. (1989), pp. 224-242. 

31 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery. (1959), p. 444. The particularities of Popper’s 
understanding of metaphysics are discussed in Chapter Six. 
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the common tenet of the Vienna Circle: “that philosophy ought to be scientific”.32

Popper’s anti-positivist analytical approach to philosophy took time to 

develop, although metaphysical speculation was a characteristic of his earliest 

philosophising.

 

It is only in regards to this broad tenet that Popper can be regarded as being 

philosophically akin to the Vienna Circle, as his acceptance of metaphysics and 

rejection of logical positivism meant that he did not conform whole-heartedly to 

the Circle’s epistemological or methodological views.   

33 The elements for Popper’s later realist and objectivist 

interpretations of scientific theories can be seen from his earliest works. Popper 

would not develop his realist and objectivist theories to their full and mature 

extent until after the Logik when he was able to change his opinions on the 

rational arguability of non-falsifiable theories which coincided with a practical 

appreciation of the benefits of transcendental criticism.34  Popper’s early thesis 

‘Gewohnheit’ und ‘Gesetzerlebnis’ in der Erziehung (1927) written for the 

Pedagogic Institute, reveals that although he was studying under Karl Bühler in a 

markedly Kantian and anti-positivistic environment, the lure of neo-positivism 

was great and he was not yet in a position to theoretically combat it.35

 In this 1927 thesis it is stated: “Although this work is highly theoretical in 

its main parts, it is nevertheless the result of practical experience and shall in the 

 

                                                 
32 Kraft, V. The Vienna Circle. Westport, Connecticut: Greenwood Press, (1953), p. 15. Rosende 

mentions the conventionalist and positivist remnants of Popper’s philosophy of science in Logik 
der Forschung which he replaced with realist and objectivists interpretations of scientific 
theories. However, it is important to understand that the realist and objectivist aspects of 
Popper’s thought were there from the beginning in a broad philosophical sense, yet did not, as is 
argued in this thesis, receive methodological prominence until after Popper changed his stance 
on transcendental criticism and rational arguability. See: Rosende in Cohen, R. S., and Z. 
Parusniková (eds.), Rethinking Popper, (2009), p. 150.   

33 Popper, K. Unended Quest, (1974), pp. 10-19. 
34 The following chapter of this thesis is devoted to Popper’s change in attitude regarding 

transcendental criticisms and non-falsifiable theories. 
35 Popper, K. Frühe Schriften, Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck, (2006a), p. 87. 
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end come to be used in practice. Its method is therefore largely inductive”.36 This 

work as a whole is a rather unusual piece, in which inductivism is quite naturally 

given as the obvious choice of method. As his thesis progresses the types of 

evidence used to support his psychological arguments concerning the fear of the 

known and angst for the unknown include Kierkegaard,37 Nietzsche,38 

Dostoyevski,39 and Shakespeare,40

Only a year later, however, we can begin to see the beginnings of a 

Popperian philosophy and a system of thought, based upon arguments which 

would be developed throughout his life. This is first clearly evident with his 1928 

dissertation Zur Methodenfrage der Denkpsychologie. In this work, Popper 

develops Bühler’s attempt in Die Krise der Psychologie (1927) to reform 

psychology through the “die Axiome der Sprachtheorie zu finden”.

 alongside the expected Würzburg School 

psychologists and Kant. It is a remarkably un-Popperian work indeed (if we were 

to misunderstand Popper as one of Kołakowski’s positivists), and reflects his 

early and broad philosophical interests and his early attempt to bring his thought 

into line with the restrictive inductivist methodology of the Vienna Circle and the 

scientific concerns of the Würzburg School.  

41

                                                 
36 Die vorliegende Arbeit, obwohl in ihren Hauptteilen im hohen Grade theoretisch, ist dennoch 

ganz aus praktischer Erfahrung heraus entstanden und soll letzten Endes wieder der Praxis 
dienen. Ihre Methode ist daher im wesentlichen induktiv. Popper, K. Frühe Schriften, (2006a), 
p. 87. 

 As Bühler’s 

book was only published in 1927, it indicates that the shift from Popper’s 1927 

inductive thesis to the first real Popperian work in 1928 may be owing to a greater 

familiarisation with Bühler’s work. Thus, one can speculate that Bühler’s Die 

Krise der Psychologie, may have been a significant, but by no means only, source 

37 Popper, K. Frühe Schriften (2006a), pp. 118, 120, 122, 139, 141. 
38 Popper, K. Frühe Schriften (2006a), p. 118. 
39 Popper, K. Frühe Schriften (2006a), p. 124. 
40 Popper, K. Frühe Schriften (2006a), pp. 123-124. 
41 Popper, K. Frühe Schriften (2006a), p. 190. Also see: Bühler, K., Die Krise der Psychologie,  

[1927] Frankfurt: Ullstein, 1978, p. 29. 
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of Popper’s opposition to the Vienna Circle’s inductivism and neo-positivism. It 

was through this book that Popper’s earlier leanings towards Kant in his 1927 

thesis could be systematically validated for a methodological program. Bühler’s 

1927 book reflects Popper’s similar concerns with a biological (biologischer) 

factor underpinning methodology.42 Further, as a result of the impact of a 

biologically oriented theory of communication, a methodology that is built upon 

this for Popper would have to be deductive and have a transcendental 

component.43 Popper would later extend these features that were originally 

developed by Bühler from what was then the cutting edge science of 

Denkspsychologie to scientific work as a whole. Popper attempted to explain this 

argument for the deductive and metaphysical basis behind all of our knowledge in 

a letter to Victor Kraft (1880 – 1975) of the Vienna Circle in 1967.44 From this 

letter we can see how Bühler’s work in finding a linguistic solution to the problem 

of method in psychology remained the feature at the centre of Popper’s 

philosophy throughout his later years. Arne Petersen has suggested that the real 

breakthrough came in 1929 with Axiome, Definitionen and Postulate der 

Geometrie where he realised that logic rather than psychology, was of 

fundamental concern for scientific discovery.45

                                                 
42 Popper, K. Frühe Schriften, (2006a), p. 255. Research by Michel Ter Hark has also shown how 

similar positions by Otto Selz also contributed to Popper’s linking of biology and cognitive 
psychology with methodology. For example see: Ter Hark, M. “The Psychology of Thinking, 
Animal Psychology, and the Young Karl Popper,” (2004a); Ter Hark, M. Popper, Otto Selz, and 
the rise of evolutionary epistemology, (2004b), and; Ter Hark, M. “Searching for the Searchlight 
Theory: From Karl Popper to Otto Selz”, (2003). 

 This early development from 

43 Popper, K., Frühe Schriften, (2006a), p. 130. 
44 Letter of Correspondence. Popper to Victor Kraft. 9 June 1967. Karl-Popper-Sammlung 3.16, 24 

Victor Kraft 1945-74. 
45 This point was made to me by Arne F. Petersen in response to a question about Popper’s pre-

deductivist methodology, for details see email from Petersen to Naraniecki, Friday, 29th May, 
2009. Also see: Petersen, A. F. “Popper’s Gewöhnungstheorie Assembled and Faced with other 
Theories of Learning”, in An. Inst. De Ist. “G. Bariţ” din Cluj-Napoca, Series Humanistica, Vol. 
VI, (2008), p. 283. For “Axiome, Definitionen and Postulate der Geometrie” see: Popper, K. 
Frühe Schriften, (2006a), pp. 263-390. 
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psychological to biological to logical concerns in Popper’s approach to 

methodological problems is an important feature of his early thought. 

Ultimately, Popper’s movement away from the positivist influences of the 

Vienna Circle can be seen to be part of a broader trajectory away from logical 

positivism within the Circle itself, party resulting from an increasing interaction 

with the ideas of the Lvov-Warsaw School. In Unended Quest Popper famously 

responded to the question of who killed logical positivism with a feigned 

confession: “I fear that I must admit responsibility”.46 The logical positivists 

themselves never accepted Popper’s infamous assertion. Artur Rojszczak cites a 

letter from Tarski to Neurath from 1936 in which Tarski stated: “And now Carnap 

was of the opinion, that just the liberation from this hindering influence of 

W.[ittgenstein] is due to the Varsovians…”.47 Among the various reasons for the 

abandonment of the early Wittgenstein and failure of logical positivism in Vienna 

it seems that Tarski’s lectures in Vienna and the discussion which they provoked 

bear a measure of responsibility.48

I may perhaps say here that what I regard as the ultimate cause of the 
dissolution of the Vienna Circle and of Logical Positivism is not its various 
grave mistakes of doctrine (many of which I had pointed out) but a decline of 
interest in the great problems: the concentration upon minutiae (upon 
“puzzles”) and especially upon the meanings of words; in brief, its 
scholasticism. This was inherited by its successors, in England and in the 
United States.

 However, further on in Unended Quest, Popper 

made another assessment of the demise of the Vienna Circle that is often 

overshadowed by his more ostentatious confession cited above. In opposition to 

Popper’s claim to have killed logical positivism he stated:  

49

                                                 
46 Popper, K. Unended Quest, (1974), p. 88. 

     

47 Rojszczak, A., “Philosophical Background and Philosophical content of the Semantic Definition 
of Truth,” in Erkenntnis. 56. Netherlands: Kluwer, (2002), p. 37. 

48 It is further stated by Tarski in his 1936 letter to Neurath that: “This agrees also with what 
Gödel told me in Vienna a year ago; he told me namely about the general mistrust which all 
investigations and considerations concerning language encountered before my lectures”. See; 
Rojszczak, A. “Philosophical Background and Philosophical content of the Semantic Definition 
of Truth,” (2002), p. 37.   

49 Popper, K. Unended Quest, (1974), p. 90. 
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This criticism of the “scholasticism” into which the Vienna Circle degenerated 

would become a recurring criticism that Popper would level against academic 

philosophers later in life. Such a fear of “scholasticism” or the abstraction of the 

concerns of philosophers from the real problems facing humanity would become a 

characteristic ideal of Popper’s critical rationalism. Popper perceived Russell’s 

vision of the philosophy of science as “providing a possible cure for the diseases 

of the modern world”, as losing its focus in the twentieth century, which was in 

no small part due to the cult-like influence of Wittgenstein.50

 

 

3. Julius Kraft: an Extraordinary Friendship 

 

I contend that Popper’s most important philosophical influence was his 

close friend Julius Kraft (1898 – 1960). According to David Miller, Popper had 

many informal conversations with Kraft during 1924-1925.51 Popper wrote that at 

the time in which he met Kraft he had been studying philosophy for some years 

without actually having contact with a teacher of philosophy or anybody with 

knowledge of the subject in any depth.52 Popper stated that Kraft was a 

“wonderful teacher” and that they discussed problems for hours, for days and 

nights.53

                                                 
50 Burdman-Feferman, A., and S. Feferman, Alfred Tarski: Life and Logic, (2004), p. 96. Also see 

Unended Quest where Popper stated that the positivism developed by the Vienna Circle became 
influenced by Wittgenstein’s Tractatus in “a very dogmatic form”. Popper, K. Unended Quest, 
(1974), p. 97. 

 Kraft was clearly the more proficient philosopher of the two during the 

years following the First World War in Vienna, at least in terms of qualifications 

and publications. The extent to which Popper not only shared philosophical 

positions and problems with him, but also deeper philosophical attitudes and 

51 Miller, D. Out of Error: Further Essays on Critical Rationalism, (2006), p. 5. 
52 Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), p. 16. 
53 Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), p. 16. 
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interests, indicates the centrality of Kraft for Popper’s intellectual development. It 

was Kraft who Popper stated “never ceased to study, and to ponder about, Kant’s 

three Critiques, especially the first. Kant’s resolution of the antinomies – his 

‘transcendental idealism’”.54 As Popper understood it, for Kraft, Kantian critical 

rationalism meant that all reasoning is discursive rather than intuitive as Kant 

stipulated that there is no such thing as an “intellectual intuition” which is an 

“authentic source of knowledge”, in the sense that what is intellectually intuited is 

true. For Kraft “the intuitionist philosopher is an authoritarian philosopher”.55 

Kraft’s arguments against intuitionism in Von Husserl zu Heidegger (1932 

[1957]) would become a central feature of Popper’s philosophy and would 

significantly influence Popper’s negative attitude towards Heidegger.56

Hacohen stated that Kraft’s Von Husserl zu Heidegger in which he 

attacked phenomenology, existentialism and Hegelianism, as well as Kraft’s Die 

Unmöglichkeit der Geisteswissenschaft (1934) almost read as sequels to The Open 

Society.

 This 

belief in the discursive character of human reason would become one of Popper’s 

fundamental beliefs and is the basis for his philosophical concern of the particular 

needs of rational argumentation in relation to the complexity of intellectual 

problems that we face.  

57

                                                 
54 Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), p. 17. 

 Kraft’s works significantly predate the publication of Popper’s major 

social and political works and reflect Kraft’s deeper embeddedness within the 

Fries-Nelson critical rationalist tradition. As such, Kraft’s works ought not to be 

seen as sequels but more appropriately, as having a greater significance in 

foreshadowing The Open Society than Popper himself acknowledged. A 

55 Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), p. 19. Also see: Kraft, J. Von Husserl zu Heidegger, 
Frankfurt: Öffentliches Leben, (1957). 

56 See Chapter 5 of this thesis for a discussion on Popper’s anti-intuitionism.  
57 Hacohen, M. Karl Popper – The Formative Years, 1902 – 1945, (2000), pp. 123-124. 
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reassessment of Popper’s positions in relation to the works of his “teacher” and 

“friend” Kraft would be a valuable exercise in order to better understand Popper’s 

originality. Such an exercise would also bring to the fore an often neglected 

aspect of the Popper story in the public imagination, that is the deep friendship, 

collaboration and admiration that characterised this relationship. We can see from 

the correspondence between Popper and Kraft that at the time when Popper was 

in the process of publishing his work on the problems of induction and 

demarcation in what would later be titled Logik der Forschung (1935), that 

Popper was constantly seeking Kraft’s advice and feedback in relation to his 

work. For instance, the letters of 1933 show that Popper was particularly 

concerned with Kraft’s opinion on his chapter on Fries which included Kraft’s 

criticism of Kant.  Chapter Five on Fries and Kant was perhaps the most 

important chapter in the original manuscript for Die beiden Grundprobleme as it 

contained the discussions on the dilemmas of truth and Kant’s transcendental 

method necessary for Popper to propose a solution to the problem of induction.58

For example, Kraft’s criticism of Popper’s positions on questions 

concerning the “existence” and “possible modes of validation” of Kant’s a priori 

synthetic proposition, and Fries’s psychological deduction and whether or not it 

was an improvement upon Kant had a lasting effect on the trajectory of Popper’s 

theoretical concerns.

    

59 Kraft’s main concern was that Popper’s attitude implied 

that we should give up the idea of objective truth, a position which Popper 

believed that he could not satisfactorily answer until he came across Tarski’s 

“clarification of the correspondence theory of truth”.60

                                                 
58 See: Letters of correspondence, Popper to Julius Kraft, 25th May 1933, 11th July 1933, Karl-

Popper-Sammlung. Box 316-23. Also see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der 
Erkenntnistheorie, Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck), (1979a), Ch. 5. 

 The problems concerning 

59 Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), p. 17. 
60 Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), p. 18. 



 51 

Popper’s theorising on truth and the relativist and sceptical leanings are evident in 

an early discussion in Die beiden Grundprobleme just before Popper begins a 

discussion on Fries which relies heavily on Kraft’s Von Husserl zu Heidegger. 

The importance of resolving this criticism from his friend may be responsible for 

the immediate and emphatic manner in which Popper accepted Tarski’s thought. 

The trajectory in which Popper later developed his theorising on truth and 

objectivity ought to also be seen as part of a life-long response to Kraft. Without 

this friendship it is doubtful whether Popper would have written anything like The 

Open Society. Much of the lack of attention that Kraft receives in regards to 

discussions of Popper may be due to the fact that despite Popper’s indebtedness to 

Kraft for his understanding of Fries and perhaps Kant as well, it is difficult to find 

evidence of this. Popper did not mention Kraft once in the text of his discussion of 

Fries and Kant in Chapter Five of Die beiden Grundprobleme despite extensively 

citing Kraft in the footnotes. Later in The Open Society Popper would treat Tarski 

in much the same way, reflecting a pattern of referencing that would have a 

lasting impact on our appreciation of the influences on Popper’s thought.  

 

4. The Renewal of Kant’s Enlightenment 

 

Before proceeding to an investigation into the technical components of 

Popper’s methodology of the next chapter it is pertinent that I make a short 

digression into Popper’s Kantian understanding of Enlightenment thought. The 

philosophy of Karl Popper can be seen as a continuation of the German 

Aufklärung tradition. This point has previously been raised by Kurt Salamun who 

argued that the ethos of Popper’s critical rationalism was fundamentally that of 
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the Aufklärung.61 Popper’s credo: “I may be wrong and you may be right, and by 

an effort, we may get nearer to the truth”,62 ought to be taken as a reaffirmation of 

this Kantian late-Enlightenment ethos in the twentieth century. Locating Popper’s 

thought within the German Enlightenment ought not to prevent us from 

perceiving similarities with other Enlightenment figures, particularly those of 

France and Britain. Direct reference to French Enlightenment figures and their 

thought is sparse in Popper’s work. Despite the ease with which Popper discussed 

Kant, his discomfort with lengthy discussions on other Enlightenment figures was 

clearly evident. This was particularly evident when he declined Hayek’s 

recommendation to write a middle part for The Open Society dealing with figures 

such as Bacon, Hobbes, Descartes and Rousseau.63 Hayek even suggested to him 

in a letter that Popper was uncomfortable in systematically treating the figures of 

the English, Scottish and French Enlightenments.64 A familiarity with the works 

of J. S. Mill (which he inherited from his father), as well as the central arguments 

in Locke and Hume’s philosophies of science remain notable exceptions. The 

clarity, systemacity and depth with which he treated such arguments as Locke’s 

“Bucket Theory”65

                                                 
61 Salamun, K. Moral und Politik aus der Sicht des Kritischen Rationalismus, Amsterdam: Rodopi 

B. V., (1991), p. 95. 

 and “Hume’s problem”, reveal an attitude towards the practice 

62 Popper, K. The Myth of the Framework: In defence of science and rationality. M. A. Notturno, 
Ed. London and New York: Routledge, (1994b), pp. 82-111. Also see; Koertge, N. “The Moral 
Underpinnings of Popper’s Philosophy”, in Cohen, R. S., and Z. Parusniková. Rethinking 
Popper, (2009), pp. 323-338. 

63 Letter of Correspondence: Hayek to Popper, 17th February 1963.Karl-Popper-Sammlung. 305. 
15. 

64 Letter of Correspondence: Hayek to Popper, 17th February 1963. Karl-Popper-Sammlung. 305. 
15. 

65 The “Bucket Theory” for Popper is the theory that our mind is a bucket which is originally 
empty, or more or less so, and into this bucket material enters through our senses…and 
accumulates and becomes digested”. This is a weaker theory than the tabula rasa theory which 
emphasises the perfect emptiness of the mind at birth. Popper is opposed to both these theories 
which are built on a passive theory of mind and an inductivist theory of learning. Popper also 
believed that such theories had a devastating influence upon behaviourists. See: Popper, K. 
Objective Knowledge, (1972), p. 61. It is interesting to note that Popper’s understanding of an 
active problem solving theory of mind anticipated the current trends in neuroscience. See: Bach-
y-Rita, P., et al. “Vision substitution by tactile image projection”. Nature, 221 (5184), (1969), 
pp. 963-64. For recent studies on neurological plasticity see: Merzenich, M. “Cortical plasticity 
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of philosophy as one of dealing seriously with “real” problems,66 rather than the 

more historical method of creating discussions which refer to each and every 

thinker who held a position on a problem even if only in passing.67

Popper clearly saw himself as heir to a tradition epitomised by Voltaire. 

Rather than looking at his better known political works for evidence of this we 

must turn to Woran glaubt der Westen?

  

68

We must remember that the Enlightenment started with Voltaire’s letter 
which attempted to bring to the European Continent the intellectual climate 
of England which had a dryness sharply in contrast to its physical climate.

 A lecture give in Zürich in 1958, which 

reveals much about Popper’s philosophical attitude, yet remains unknown to 

political theorists outside a small contingent of Popper scholars. This lecture 

emphasised the role of Voltaire for the Enlightenment which was characteristic of 

the type of rationalism which Popper sought to revitalise for a post-war Europe:  

69

 
  

The connection that Popper refers to here is an understanding of rationalism 

associated with the “great prophets” espoused by the likes of Fichte, Schelling 

and Hegel. This latter type of rationalism is well known to readers of The Open 

Society as being a central point of opposition to the “critical rational” or 

empirical-deductivist philosophy that Popper espoused. This however, does not 
                                                                                                                                                         

contributing to childhood development”. In J. L. McClelland and R. S. Siegler, eds., 
Mechanisms of cognitive development: Behavioral and neural perspectives. Mahwah, NJ: 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates, (2001). And: Merzenich, M., Tallal, P., Peterson, B., Miller, S., 
and W. M. Jenkins. “Some neurological principles relevant to the origins of – and the cortical 
plasticity-based remediation of – developmental language impairments”. In J. Grafman and Y. 
Christen, eds., Neuronal plasticity: Building a bridge from the laboratory to the clinic. Berlin: 
Springer-Verlag, (1999), pp. 169-87. 

66 For a discussion on the importance of problems in gaining “real understanding”, see: Popper, K. 
Objective Knoweldge, (1972), pp. 180-183. 

67 According to Blair Campbell, we do not encounter “carefully reasoned arguments regarding the 
political significance of thinking and of history” in Popper’s thought. I explain this feature later 
in this study as resulting from Popper’s scepticism and “negativism”. See: Campbell, B. 
“Helvetius and the Roots of the “Closed” Society,” The American Political Science Review, 68. 
1. (March 1974), pp. 153-168.   

68 Popper, K. Auf der Suche nach einer besseren Welt: Vorträge und Aufsätze aus dreißig Jahren. 
[1984] München: Piper Verlag GmbH, (2004), p. 233. 

69 Man muß sich in diesem Zusammenhang daran erinnern, daß die Aufklärung mit Voltaires 
Briefen aus London über die Engländer anfing: mit dem Versuch, das intellektuelle Klima 
Englands, jene Trockenheit, die so merkwürdig mit seinem physischen Klima kontrastiert, auf 
dem Kontinent einzuführen. Popper, K. Auf der Suche nach einer besseren Welt (1984, 2004), p. 
233. 
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mean that Popper was not a rationalist. He was both in the sense of being anti-

irrationalist and an apriorist.  His later ontology, which will be explored in 

Chapters Five and Six, is a testament to the apriorism, albeit hypothetical, that 

existed alongside his empiricism. The opposition between empiricism and 

rationalism for Popper was not as pressing as the opposition between one mode of 

“prophetic” rationalism and another Voltairean “sober” rationalism of a “give and 

take” attitude.  

 Popper’s critical rationalism has best been summarised by David Miller in 

Out of Error (2006):  

Rationality, according to critical rationalism, is wholly a matter of method; 
and this rationality in no way rubs off on, or has any effect on, the outcomes 
of our intellectual activity. It is not our beliefs, or our theories, that are 
rational, but the manner in which we handle these beliefs and these theories. 
To be sure, this emphasis on methodological issues is not all that there is to 
critical rationalism, since the word ‘critical’ too is critical. What critical 
rationalism claims is that the only way in which our theories are to be 
investigated is critically, negatively.70

 
 

If rationality is wholly a matter of method, as Miller describes it, the task of this 

thesis in exploring the changes in Popper’s methodological thought can also 

scrutinise his understanding rationality. The way his methodology has contributed 

to the development of his later social and ontological theories is an attempt to 

further explore this understanding of Popper’s rationality. 

 

5. Conclusion 

 

The complexities that arise out of our understanding of Popper’s 

intellectual context derive from a problematic understanding of the intellectual 

environment in 1920s Vienna and provide the frame within which Popper’s early 

                                                 
70 Miller, D. Out of Error, (2006), p. 50. 
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thought must be contextualised. This chapter has discussed some of the intricacies 

surrounding Popper’s interaction with the Vienna Circle, which are important in 

order to appreciate the complex array of neo-Kantian and empiricist philosophies 

that were circulating in Vienna during his formative years. Despite what Popper 

may have later claimed and the way we often discuss him in relation to the likes 

of Mill, Hume and Wittgenstein, the way Popper appropriated many neo-Kantian 

and empiricist elements into his thought is often a legacy of more immediate 

influences. Similarly, Popper is often associated with intellectuals such as Hayek 

(who was central to the publication of The Open Society), and there is a general 

tendency to lump Popper together with European and American Cold War liberals 

of Jewish ancestry who often had little if any particular philosophical similarities 

let alone real personal connections. While he had some connections with Isaiah 

Berlin and the letters reveal a somewhat formal relationship with Hayek, the 

ambit of Popper’s world revolved around significantly less popular and often 

largely forgotten thinkers of whom Julius Kraft was perhaps the closest. It is 

perhaps because Kraft is largely forgotten that there is little incentive to bring 

Kraft back into the discussion. The following chapter examines in closer detail the 

specific philosophical features that Popper received from Kraft and how they 

would eventually evolve into his mature or classically Popperian arguments of the 

Logik.
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Chapter Three 

Popper’s Revision of Kant                                       
 
 

1. Introduction 
 
 
 

 This chapter examines how Popper came to a revision of Kant which 

would have implications for his later political and ethical thought. Popper’s 

revision of Kant was characterised by his belief in the impossibility of making 

valid synthetic a priori judgements. Hence, Popper came to the conclusion that: 

“There are, indeed, synthetic a priori judgements, but a posteriori they are often 

false” [Popper’s Italics].1 After early flirtations with inductivist methodology in 

his early 1927 thesis and under the influence of his supervisor Karl Bühler, 

Popper was drawn into a neo-Kantian tradition of thought which saw a positive 

role for a realist metaphysics. In this way, Popper’s thought incorporated theories 

from a tradition of cognitive psychology associated with the Würzburg School of 

which Bühler was a member. From this tradition, and primarily as a result of 

Bühler’s work on semiotics, Popper derived his understanding of the individual 

located within an interactionist, and active problem-solving theory of mind.2

 In this chapter an integrated picture of the origins of Popper’s philosophy 

is presented by drawing together scholarship into Popper’s early work in 

psychology and philosophy, particularly from Petersen, ter Hark and Wettersten. 

 

                                                 
1 This quote originally appears in; Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, 

Tübingen: J. C. B. Mohr (Paul Siebeck), (1979a), p. 32. The English translation appears in, Popper, 
K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, London and New York: 
Routledge, (2009), p. 34. 

2 Ter Hark, M. “The Psychology of Thinking, Animal Psychology, and the Young Karl Popper”, 
pp. 375-392. Michel Ter Hark has attempted to unravel the complex interactions of the early 
psychological influences and anticipations which characterised Popper’s formative works at the 
Pedagogic Institute in Vienna. However, due to the immensity of the task resulting from the 
amount of interdisciplinary interaction of ideas Popper was exposed to, much remains, and most 
likely will remain shrouded in mystery or subject to continual disagreement.   
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This scholarship is then used in a close textual analysis of key sections in Die 

beiden Grundprobleme. Such sections reveal the particular steps that Popper took 

in revising Kant and the importance of certain passages of Die beiden 

Grundprobleme is supported by particular letters that are also drawn upon.  

This chapter outlines, in Section Two, the original problem setting for 

Popper’s early major philosophical work Die Beiden Grundprobleme that 

includes Popper’s criticisms of Kant’s methodology. Section Three explores the 

developments in biology and evolutionary theory that contributed to Popper’s 

revision of Kant. Section Four explores the way Popper’s early study of cognitive 

psychology gave him particular theoretical tools for approaching Kant’s 

philosophy. Section Five outlines the particular Kantian philosophical tradition 

that Popper continued. After these contextualising sections, Sections Six and 

Seven discuss in detail the analytical objections that Popper had to Kant’s 

positions in his Critique of Pure Reason and outlines the steps that Popper took in 

overcoming what he perceived to be the dilemmas in Kant’s philosophy, thereby 

providing the groundwork for his own philosophy. It is through these multiple 

sources that Popper sought to engage with and respond to Kant. In keeping with 

the influence of the scientifically minded philosophers of the Vienna Circle, this 

engagement with Kant was presented as a “solution” to a “problem”, that is, 

“Kant’s problem”.3

 

 

 

 

 

 
                                                 

3 Letter of Correspondence. Popper to Victor Kraft. 9 June 1967. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box: 
3.16, 24 Victor Kraft 1945-74. 
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2. Kant’s Problem and Popper’s Solution 

 

 In Die beiden Grundprobleme, the forerunner to the Logik, Popper set out 

to demonstrate that what he called “Hume’s problem”, the problem of induction, 

and “Kant’s problem”, the problem of demarcation, could rightly be called the 

two fundamental problems for the theory of knowledge.4 This was of central 

importance to Popper because the theory of knowledge, as opposed to the 

psychology of knowledge, had a specific method.5

The theory of knowledge is a science of science. It relates to the individual 
empirical sciences in the same way as the latter relates to empirical reality; 
the transcendental method is an analogue of the empirical method. The 
theory of knowledge would, accordingly, be a theoretical science. It also 
contains free stipulations (such as definitions); yet it consists not only of 
arbitrary conventions but also of statements that are refutable by comparison 
with the actual and successful methods of the individual empirical sciences. 
All other epistemological methods (psychological, language-critical, etc.) are 
altogether rejected by transcendentalism…

 Popper called the method 

associated with the theory of knowledge the “methodological method” or the 

“transcendental method”. Popper forcefully stated in opposition to the logical-

positivists and phenomenologists that:  

6

 
 

Popper here sets himself up as a Kantian imbued in the Kritik der reinen Vernunft. 

It would be many years however, before Popper would call himself a critical 

rationalist and enlarge the scope of his methodological thought to include the 

social sciences.  

 For Popper the theory of knowledge could be divided into two 

epistemological camps: inductivism or deductivism. Emphatically Popper asserted 

a view which he called “radical deductivism” which held that “all scientific 

                                                 
4 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 4. Also see: 

Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979), p. 4. 
5 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), pp. 20-22. Also 

see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979), p. 19-21. 
6 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 7. Also see: 

Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979), p. 7. 



 59 

methods of justification are, without exception, based on strictly logical 

deduction, and that there is no induction of any sort qua scientific method”.7  

Popper follows this in Chapter Three of Die beiden Grundprobleme with a 

systematic critique of the major inductivist positions following Hume’s argument 

against the admissibility of induction due to the problem of infinite regress.8 

Popper also included a critique of the inductivist positions of Reichenbach, 

Schlick and Wittgenstein.9

 Popper understood Kant’s theory of knowledge, on which he based his 

own, to have been “the first critical attempt at a critical synthesis of the classical 

opposition between rationalism and empiricism”.

 Two things that are important to keep in mind at this 

stage are that Popper is not arguing from a broad philosophical perspective, but 

rather he is concerning himself with the limited methodological problems for a 

theory of knowledge associated with the scientific method. As the Logik only 

appeared in English in 1959 and Die beiden Grundprobleme did not appear in 

English during Popper’s lifetime, it may have been the case that much of the 

misunderstanding of Popper as a positivist resulted from a generalisation of his 

thoughts to broader philosophical or intellectual concerns due to an ignorance of 

the specific problem situation he was addressing.  

10 It was Kant’s “transcendental 

analytic” that Popper thought was dedicated to Hume’s problem of induction, 

whilst the “transcendental dialectic” was devoted to what Popper called the 

problem of demarcation.11

                                                 
7 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 8. Also see: 

Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979), p. 8. 

 This is the setting from which Popper’s revision of 

8 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 42. Also see: 
Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979), p. 39. 

9 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), Ch. 3. Also 
see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979), Ch. 3. 

10 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 18. Also 
see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie,  (1979), p. 17. 

11 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 19. Also 
see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie,  (1979), p. 18. 
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Kant is developed. The decisive question for Kant was: Are there synthetic a 

priori judgements? Popper rephrased this question as “Is there any ground of 

validity for non-logical statements other than experience?”12 If this were the case, 

then in addition to the method of empirical testing and the logical method, the 

latter being ruled out,13 there would be another method grounding the validity of 

synthetic judgements.14 The rationalists answered the question of the validity of 

synthetic apriori judgements in the affirmative. Nevertheless, empiricists contend 

that even highly plausible synthetic judgements can turn out to be false.15 For 

Popper, Kant’s solution to the problem of induction in the “transcendental 

analytic” was “not satisfactory”: “The synthesis between rationalism and 

empiricism attempted by Kant restricts the epistemological claims of classical 

empiricism by making concessions to rationalism. These concessions, however, 

seem to me excessive...”16

However, Kant’s “transcendental dialectic” reached a position closer to 

what Popper believed actually reflected the status of scientific theories qua reality. 

Thus following the transcendental dialectic, Popper advocated: “Kant’s 

formulation of the problem and his method, and also very significant parts of his 

solutions” [Popper’s italics].

  

17

                                                 
12 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 15. Also 

see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979), p. 14. 

  Popper however, differed from Kant by way of his 

synthesising of classical rationalist and classical empiricist positions on the 

validity of synthetic a priori judgements. He achieved this by separating classical 

13 The logical method is ruled out as the negation of a synthetic judgement is also logically 
possible.  

14 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 15. Also 
see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979), p. 14. 

15 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 15. Also 
see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979), p. 14. 

16 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 19. Also 
see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979), p. 18. 

17 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 20. Also 
see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979), p. 19. 
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rationalism, which holds that there are a priori synthetic judgements, from the 

idea of deductivism and empiricism.18 This enabled Popper to synthesise the 

empiricist standpoint with deductivism. The result is not greatly removed from 

Kant’s position in the “transcendental dialectic” and was made possible in 

Popper’s mind through the developments in physics and geometry of his time. 

The conclusion that Popper arrived at after this revision of Kant’s attempt at 

answering the problem of the validity of synthetic apriori judgements stated that 

“There are, indeed, synthetic a priori judgements, but a posteriori they are often 

false.”[Popper’s italics]19

Popper supported this conclusion analogously through a Kantian 

psychology of knowledge. There were, Popper believed, significant 

corroborations of this psychology of knowledge in the work being done in the 

field of cognitive psychology by Oswald Külpe’s Würzburg School.

  

20

                                                 
18 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 16. Here 

Popper gave the example of a similar recombination produced by Wittgenstein’s synthesis of 
inductivism with rationalism. 

  Thus a 

cognitive psychological theory is used to support the epistemological revision of 

Kant which was modelled upon a contemporary understanding of the relationship 

between scientific theory and the reality it describes. Popper did not consider 

himself a critical rationalist at this point in his career. However, this analogical or 

transcendental use of corroboration of a theory reveals that he was already 

familiar with its method. It should be noted here that Popper is well known in his 

later thought for his “anti-justificationism” and was always cautious in his use of 

the term often writing “justification” intentionally in parentheses. However, 

Popper did speak in his early work of “grounds of validity”, or Geltungsgrund as 

opposed to Begründung (justification) and it seems that Popper’s methodology, 

19 This quote originally appears in: Popper, K. (1979), p. 32. Also see: Popper, K. (2009), p. 34. 
20 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 32. Also 

see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979), p. 30. 
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particularly the analogical or transcendental aspects of argumentation, required 

him to be aware of the “grounds of validity”.21

By saving synthetic a priori judgements Popper also ensured the existence 

of another method, besides the logical and empirical, for grounding the validity of 

synthetic judgements.

  

22 For Popper, like Kant, this was the transcendental method 

or the “presentation of apriorism”.23 Popper starts with the proposition: “All 

scientific criticism consists in identifying contradictions”. The first example of a 

contradiction that Popper gave was the “purely logical” one, that is, an “internal 

contradiction” which is associated with the “logical method”. The second method 

that Popper stated was the “empirical method of criticism” which consists of 

demonstrating a contradiction with the facts.24 We can see by this point that 

Popper held a correspondence theory of truth before he became familiar with 

Tarski’s theory. Tarski’s role was in providing Popper with the theoretical tools to 

be able to assertively rather than tentatively argue the case for a correspondence 

theory. As I will show in Chapter Four, only after becoming familiar with 

Tarski’s work did he believe that he had the theoretical tools to be able to assert 

the truthfulness of a proposition. These two methods of criticism constituted for 

Popper “immanent criticism” as they do not go beyond the realm of what is 

asserted by the thesis criticised.25

                                                 
21 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 14, note +1. 

Also see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979), p. 14. 

 Popper contrasts this with what he called 

“transcendental criticism”. In Die beiden Grundprobleme Popper stated that 

transcendental criticism:  

22 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 15. Also 
see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979), p. 14. 

23 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 57. Also 
see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979), p. 53.  

24 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 57. Also 
see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979), p. 53. 

25 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 57. Also 
see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie,  (1979), p. 53. 
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…as a method of criticism and argumentation should never be allowed to 
play a part in the epistemological debate, consists in confronting one thesis, 
one position, with another; more precisely, in using a contradiction between 
one position assumed to be true and another that is being criticised, as 
evidence against the latter. Such criticism, combating one position by means 
of presuppositions extraneous to it (which is why such criticism is said to be 
transcendent), and the setting out to assess one theoretical construct in terms 
of an entirely different one, can in principle always be directed with equal 
justification against either position; hence, it is completely irrelevant for our 
discussion (however persuasive it may sound). One must therefore insist that 
all epistemological criticism be immanent criticism.26

 
  

 This position on the emphatic disallowance of the transcendental method 

is entirely justified in Popper’s view because such transcendental criticisms have 

no grounds of validity (Geltungsgrund). Later, Popper would come to hold a very 

different view. Although he initially argued in Die beiden Grundprobleme that 

such criticisms may have no grounds of validity, he later added a note amending 

his position to the first publication of this book in 1979 which added that such 

criticisms nonetheless “may be exceedingly illuminating” even if never 

“sufficient for a clear refutation”.27 Popper’s change of stance on the issue of the 

transcendental criticism is further supported by his later admission of his early 

incorrect identification of the limits of science with those of arguability.28 In 

Objective Knowledge  Popper wrote that he had later changed his mind and 

argued that “non-testable (irrefutable) metaphysical theories may be rationally 

arguable…”29

                                                 
26 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 58. Also 

see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979), p. 54. 

 From Popper’s amendment of his stance on the value of the 

transcendental criticism, it can be seen that after years of dealing with problems in 

the social sciences he came to appreciate the unavoidability of transcendental 

criticisms.  

27 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 57. Also 
see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979), p. 53. 

28 Shearmur, J. “Critical Rationalism and Ethics”, in Rethinking Popper, Cohen R. S., and Z. 
Parusniková Eds. Springer Verlag (Boston Studies in the Philosophy of Science), Vol. 272, 
(2009), p. 345. Also see: Popper, K. Objective Knoweledge, (1972), p. 40, Note 9. 

29 Shearmur, J. “Critical Rationalism and Ethics”, (2009), p. 345. Also see: Popper, K. Objective 
Knoweledge, (1972), p. 40, Note 9. 
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Due to the fundamental inability to test social policy in the way that a 

scientist tests a theory through controlled experimentation in the laboratory, the 

logical and empirical refutations of a policy or doctrine cannot be assured. 

Despite this lack of certainty Popper believed that the professors had a social 

responsibility to fight against social evils such as Nazism. Popper’s position was 

that it was necessary to proceed with criticising social theories or policies and 

improving upon existing ones through any mode available to us. Despite Popper’s 

opposition to the transcendental method for scientific criticism of theories he 

admits that if we can demonstrate by way of a strictly immanent criticism that all 

other solutions are untenable, then the transcendental criticism is no longer 

completely insignificant: 

Such a procedure cannot be regarded as a method of proving the proposed 
solution to the correct one, but if this solution proves to be a key, or a guide, 
to the immanent weaknesses of all other position, then this may well be 
regarded as a serious argument in its favour.30

 
 

 
Here are the beginnings of what Popper would later develop into his philosophical 

negativism. The case that Popper gives above in which the transcendental method 

is regarded as not altogether insignificant for argumentation is reflective of the 

fact that we actually use such a method in the social sciences. Theoretically 

Popper did not develop his position on the use and relevance of transcendental 

criticism for the social sciences. In this field of knowledge as with other fields in 

the humanities and social sciences, Popper minimised his use of the term 

transcendental, perhaps in fear of being misunderstood.  

Even in Die beiden Grundprobleme, where Popper expressively forbids 

transcendental criticism, his early arguments against the inductivist position on 

the theory of knowledge made use of transcendental criticisms. The most obvious 

                                                 
30 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 58. Also 

see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979), p. 54. 
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example of this can be seen when, after outlining his revision of Kant, Popper 

switched (transcendentally) to the psychology of knowledge and provided a 

competing deductive psychology of knowledge based upon the cognitive 

psychology of the Würzburg School. Popper hoped to nullify objections to his 

deductive-empirical position in the theory of knowledge from inductivist 

arguments in the psychology of knowledge. At a deeper level the broader Kantian 

project of developing a theory of knowledge out of an understanding of the 

relationship of universal empirical statements (or theories) such as those of 

geometry to reality is in the same sense transcendental. In this way we can see 

what Kant and Popper meant by asserting that there was a specifically 

epistemological method.31 This method proceeded neither logically nor 

empirically, yet related specifically to epistemological assertions and attempted to 

justify them.32 Such a method Kant termed the Transcendental Method and for 

the purposes of epistemology was neither unobjectionable nor unavoidable.33  

According to the transcendental method, scientific knowledge constitutes the 

objective facts for epistemology. Such facts of epistemology for Kant, according 

to Popper, required objective support as opposed to the rationalist “doctrine of 

self evidence”.34

Popper would link (transcendentally) this Kantian understanding of an 

objective approach to the facts in his theory of knowledge with Bühler’s 

understanding of inter-subjective communication in the field of cognitive 

psychology. In this way Popper held a broadly Kantian understanding of 

  

                                                 
31 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, [1935], (1959), p 49. 
32 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 60. Also 

see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979), p. 56.  
33 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 61. Also 

see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie,  (1979), p. 57. 
34 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 65. Also 

see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979), p. 60. 
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objectivity as being inter-subjectively secured.35

 

 Chapters Five and Six of this 

thesis will demonstrate how Popper would source Geltungsgrund or grounds of 

validity from fields such as cognitive psychology, linguistics and evolutionary 

biology. Popper would progressively extend this Kantian notion of objectivity 

intended for the justification of facts according to the method of epistemology, to 

a broader understanding of objectivity as it occurs in all instances of human 

problem solving culminating in the development of a metaphysical ontology.  

3. Konrad Lorenz and the Biological Reply to Kant 

 

A distinctive feature of Popper’s epistemology and thought as a whole was 

its evolutionism. Popper’s evolutionism was shaped through discussions with his 

friend Konrad Lorenz (1903-1989). Why Popper found Lorenz’s thought so 

important was because Lorenz would make the connection between the work of 

Darwin and Kant, and to show the impossibility of Kant’s absolute dichotomy 

between the physical and noumenal worlds.36 According to Popper, Lorenz 

showed that we can have real knowledge of the world-in-itself as our ability to 

know the world-in-itself is the result of an evolutionary process in which our 

sensory organs are an adaptation to the real, not just phenomenal features of the 

world. Munz’s assertion, corroborated by Popper in his Unended Quest, was that 

Popper hoped that his work would blend in with Lorenz’s work on animal 

psychology.37

                                                 
35 Stokes has previously referred to the similarity of Popper and Habermas in conceiving 

“objectivity” as “intersubjectivity”. See: Stokes, G. Popper: Philosophy, Politics and Scientific 
Method (1998), p. 156. 

 This was an important factor in Popper’s overcoming of the 

Kantian distinction between observation and theory, otherwise expressed as the 

36 Munz, P. Beyond Wittgenstein’s Poker: New Light on Popper and Wittgenstein, Burlington: 
Ashgate, (2004), p. 2. 

37 Popper, K. Unended Quest, (1974), p. 193. 
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distinction between form and content which was held by the Vienna Circle. 

Popper saw Lorenz’s work on animal adaptation as supporting his revision of 

Kant.38

This convergence between neo-Kantianism and Aristotelianism in 

Popper’s thought is supported by Watkins’ view of the synthesis of fallibilism and 

realism in Popper’s philosophy of science. For Watkins, the “realists seemed to be 

faced with a painful choice: either cling to commonsense realism (grass is green, 

etc.) and interpret science in some nonrealist way (for instance, instrumentally), or 

interpret science realistically and adopt a nonrealist view of experience (grass is 

not really green, we mentally ‘paint’ it green).”

 This revision would bring Popper’s neo-Kantianism into a position 

whereby a synthesis with his Aristotelianism would be possible however, 

problematic and incomplete this may be.  

39 However, Watkins suggested 

that evolutionism offered a way out of this dilemma for Popper. Popper’s 

fallibilistic belief that basic statements, such as “this is a glass of water”, requires 

an act of interpretation for us to be able to decide whether it is true or not. This 

process is liable to error. Evolutionism however, suggests that we are by and large 

“pretty good” at decoding the signals from our sense organs. The “fit” between an 

animal’s sense organs and the environment is so good that our built-in interpretive 

propensities to decode the world (the world of our near environment at least) 

enables us to have knowledge of such objects as they truly are in themselves.40

                                                 
38 It is also important to keep in mind the similarities between Lorenz’s more popular descriptions 

of animal behavioural adaptation exemplified by Auf den Hund gekommen (1954) with the later 
social analogies that Popper drew between aspects of human society and the animal world. Such 
examples are explored in greater depth in Chapter Eight of this thesis. See: Lorenz, K. Man 
Meets Dog, Majorie Kerr Wilson Trans. London: Methuen & Co. Ltd. (1954). 

 In 

this way we can see that Popper’s neo-Kantian inheritance, combined with his 

early evolutionist influences, enabled him to overcome the problem of an either-or 

39 Watkins, J. “The Unity of Popper’s Thought”, (1974), p. 403. 
40 Watkins, J. “The Unity of Popper’s Thought”, (1974), pp. 402-403. 



 68 

scientific versus commonsense realism in a way that is consistent with his 

objectivism.  

The problem setting of Popper’s use of Lorenz to revise Kant is one 

derived from Kant’s opposition to Plato. Kant attempted to demonstrate that what 

we know before we arrive at any real knowledge of anything is not the general 

ideal form of what we are about to recognise, but merely the categories and 

formal concepts which give a concrete shape to our knowledge.41 This solution, 

however, gave rise to the absolute dichotomy between the noumenal and the 

phenomenal aspects of the universe. According to Munz’s Platonistic reading of 

Charles Darwin (1809 – 1882), Munz argued that Darwin showed that Plato was 

correct when he taught of our coming into this world with complete knowledge of 

the forms of the objects.42 Munz relates how Darwin’s revision held that what was 

actually happening was that what we came into the world with were not the forms 

but formal abilities to detect and recognise what our senses are stimulated by.43

 Despite our ability to know the noumenal world with an increasing 

measure of accuracy as a result of the growth of scientific knowledge, Popper in 

Die beiden Grundprobleme developed an opposition to the idea of ever being 

certain of our truth claims as a result of the deductive way in which we form our 

 

We have, in fact, inherited these abilities from our ancestors. As a result of his 

reading of Darwin, Popper turned from metaphysics to biology. Consequently, 

Popper felt there was no need to uphold the Kantian dichotomy between the 

noumenal and the phenomenal.  

                                                 
41 See: Kant, I. Critique of Pure Reason, (1787), §Transcendental Logic: First Division, Book I, 

Chapter I, Section III: The Pure Concepts of the Understanding, or Categories. (1993 
Meiklejohn Translation), pp. 83-87. 

42 Munz, P. Beyond Wittgenstein’s Poker, (2004), p. 2. 
43 Munz, P. Beyond Wittgenstein’s Poker, (2004), p. 2. 
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hypotheses.44 These were the years before Logik der Forschung (1933), in which 

Popper found himself in the “darkest of pessimisms”.45 This mood of 

epistemological pessimism resulting from the legacy of Kant was similarly shared 

by Wittgenstein in Cambridge when he called in the Tractatus for silence,46 a 

sentiment similarly reflected when Carnap described science as being in a state of 

melancholia.47 This pessimism was broken for Popper by his “solution” to the 

problem of how an organism generates knowledge from its environment. That 

appeared as a two-fold solution to the problem of induction, that is, the problem 

he associated with Hume and Kant, and that of the demarcation between science 

and non-science. Popper came to the conclusion in the Logik, similarly expressed 

in Die beiden Grundprobleme that an organism’s input comes in the shape of free 

proposals put to the environment, which are in effect offered to the environment 

for selection.48

We can see from Popper himself in a letter to Konrad Lorenz that 

particularly in the years 1920 – 1926, Kant had a particular influence on Popper. 

 This reflects Popper’s earlier engagement with cognitive 

psychology at the Pedagogic Institute which formed the background for his 

epistemological arguments for the method of trial and error elimination, otherwise 

known as the method of conjectures and refutations. Although the ability to speak 

of truth at this stage was still elusive, Popper had coherently developed a world-

view which could explain how we can have knowledge of the world, even if it is 

only conjectural knowledge. 

                                                 
44 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 34. Also 

see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979), p. 32. 
45 Letter of Correspondence: Popper to Hayek, 28th May 1944. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 

3005.13 Letters. Hayek 1940-47 
46 Wittgenstein, L. Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, London: Routledge, [1922], (2001), 

Proposition 7, p 89. 
47 Carnap, R. Der logische Aufbau der Welt. Berlin: Weltkreis, (1928). Also see: Richardson, A. 

W. Carnap’s construction of the world, The Aufbau and the emergence of logical empiricism. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. (1998). 

48 Munz, P. Beyond Wittgenstein’s Poker, (2004), p. 3. 
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Popper stated that it was from Kant that he became aware of the opposition 

between dogmatic and critical thinking.49

 

 Popper learnt from Kant that without 

initially starting from the point of dogmatism, even in the form of intuition and 

tradition, we cannot progress to the point of criticism. It is from this Kantian 

position that his early work on the psychology of childhood development would 

arrise out of. These arguments would be progressively extended, and amended to 

remove any vestiges of his early inductivism, thus forming the crux of his 

philosophy. Unlike Wittgenstein, Popper would not turn away from the errors of 

his early thought, but progress from this basis in fin-de-siècle German language 

Kantian psychology and biology to form coherent philosophical arguments. In a 

sense, Popper maintained this world of early twentieth century Viennese Kantian 

psychology and biology throughout his life. It is interesting to note from this that 

the role of fallible intuitive starting points and of the need for tradition also 

remain constant features in his later writings.   

4. Popper and the Würzburg School of Cognitive Psychology 

 

This section approaches the problem of what John Wettersten in Külpe, 

Bühler, Popper (1988) called the “obscure origin of Popper’s thought” in a way 

that links aspects of Popper’s philosophical standpoints to the philosophical 

tradition of the Würzburg School, which was known for its Denkpsychologie.50

                                                 
49 Letter of Correspondence: Popper to Lorenz January 21st, 1975. Sammlung Arne F. Petersen, 

10.8. Karl-Popper-Archive: “ich übernahm von ihm den Gegensatz dogmatisch : kritisch”. 

 

Wettersten states that Popper’s problems grew out of his work in psychology and 

50 Wettersten, J. “ Külpe, Bühler, Popper”, in Eschbach, Achim, Ed. Karl Bühler’s Theory of 
Language Proceedings of the Conferences Held at Kirchberg, August 26, 1984 and Essen, 
November 21-24, 1984. Amsterdam, Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing Company, 
(1988), p. 327. 
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methodology conducted within Bühler’s framework.51 Popper’s Unended Quest 

also credits Bühler with the strengthening of his objectivist stance which sees, in 

typical neo-Kantian fashion, critical thinking and error elimination as being better 

characterised in logical rather than psychological terms.52 The attitude of this 

objectivism is best expressed in the Würzburg School by the value that was 

placed, initially by Külpe, on the development of an “objective science of the 

subject”.53 It is this attitude that remained to a great extent one of Popper’s 

intellectual ideals. In this sense, Popper’s intellectual origins may not be as 

obscure as Wettersten asserts. Studies by Arne Petersen indicate an intellectual 

continuity from Karl Bühler to Popper, the latter being further influenced by 

friends and associates such as Heinrich Gomperz (1873 – 1942),54 his father 

Theodor Gomperz (1832 – 1912),55 as well as, Ernst Gombrich (1909 – 2001). 

Gombrich, perhaps was more of a personal rather than philosophical influence. I 

would add to these three central influences, the inspiration of Albert Einstein, who 

Joseph Agassi has correctly identified as ever-present in Popper’s thought on the 

nature of successful scientific discovery.56

In The Political Thought of Karl Popper, Shearmur describes how 

Popper’s formative intellectual influences began with his studies at the University 

of Vienna where he studied a wide range of courses including physics, 

  

                                                 
51 Wettersten, J. “Külpe, Bühler, Popper”, (1988), p. 343. 
52 Popper, K. Unended Quest, (1974), p. 20. 
53 For Külpe’s realism see: Külpe, O. Die Realisierung: Ein Beitrag zur Grundlegung der 

Realwissenschaften. Leipzig: Hirzel, (1912).   
54 It is interesting to note that both Heinrich Gomperz and Karl Popper held similar positions on 

the periphery of the Vienna Circle. For the most in-depth study on the philosophical 
commonality between the Heinrich Gomperz and Karl Popper see: Stadler, F. “Heinrich 
Gomperz, Karl Popper und der Wiener Kreis – Zwischen Abgrenzung und 
Familienähnlichkeit”, (1997), pp. 489-524.  

55 Theodor Gomperz was a well known classicist whose work Greek Thinkers popularised 
classical Greece in fin-de-siècle Vienna and who translated Mill’s Logic into German. See: 
Hacohen, M. Karl Popper, (2000), p. 399.  

56 Agassi, J. A Philosopher’s Apprentice, (1993), pp. 2-3. 
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mathematics and psychology.57 It was through his studies at the Pedagogic 

Institute under Karl Bühler (1879 – 1963) who was the then Professor of 

Psychology at the Psychological Institute, that Popper became exposed to the 

central program of Oswald Külpe and the Würzburg School.58 This program 

concerned itself with the development of a psychology which would form the 

basis of a positive science of the subject. Berkson and Wettersten state in 

Learning from Error: Karl Popper’s Psychology of Learning (1984) that the 

program of the Würzburg School was directed by the goals of Külpe and aimed to 

devise a new theory of scientific psychology and a new approach to it.59 

However, the project of the Würzburg School became intellectually untenable 

when Külpe admitted that the process was not articulated thus did not possess the 

logic necessary to support itself.60

Karl Bühler (who was a leading student of Külpe) attempted to develop 

and carry through Külpe’s program. Like Külpe, Bühler believed the central 

problem of the psychology of knowledge to be how we make judgements. Bühler 

became increasingly focused on developing laws that described the functioning of 

the highest mental processes of the intellect. However, he believed that Wundt’s 

project of attempting to isolate these higher level thoughts in images was 

nonetheless unscientific in nature.

  

61

                                                 
57 Shearmur, J. The Political Thought of Karl Popper, (1996a), p. 19.  

 The belief in the possibility of the project lay 

within Bühler’s deep Kantian conviction that words cannot be reduced to sense 

58 The Marburg School of Hermann Cohen, Paul Natorp, Rudlof Stammler, and Karl Vorländer 
rejected all naturalism and took the highroad in elevating transcendental logic as the organon of 
all science, ethics and culture. They converted Kant’s categorical imperative into a social 
imperative, postulating a just society and universal culture as the ceaseless tasks of moral 
reason. See; Willey, T. Back to Kant: the revival of Kantianism in German social and historical 
thought, 1860-1914. Detroit: Wayne State U P. (1978).  

59 Berkson, W., and J. Wettersten. Learning From Error, (1984), p. 104. 
60 Berkson, W., and J. Wettersten. Learning From Error, (1984), p. 104. 
61 Berkson, W., and J. Wettersten. Learning From Error, (1984), pp. 112-113. 

http://librariesaustralia.nla.gov.au/apps/kss?action=Display&mode=fulldisplay&target=nbdtitle&queryid=2&startPos=1�
http://librariesaustralia.nla.gov.au/apps/kss?action=Display&mode=fulldisplay&target=nbdtitle&queryid=2&startPos=1�
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impressions, and that the mind is a dynamic creative entity. This conviction also 

lies at the heart of Popper’s thought.  

Douglas Williams takes up the point that Bühler’s attacks on Herbart’s 

vision of associationist psychology, a dominant view which saw the human mind 

as neutral, passive and totally lacking in innate faculties or structures for the 

production of ideas within itself, was also taken up strongly by Popper in his 

arguments against the “Bucket Theory” of mind.62 However, Popper would have 

to wait until his discovery of the work of Otto Selz (1881 – 1943) in 1928 before 

he could develop a theory of an active problem-solving mind that would reappear 

as a central feature of his late epistemology.63 A resulting Selzian position was 

held by Popper that the human mind thinks in terms of solving problems rather 

than pictures, thus language and argument become the central modes from which 

we are to observe this phenomenon. From this we can see that the central Kantian 

problem of how our judgements are made resurfaces in Popper’s thought as the 

central points of problem-solving involving critical thinking and linguistic 

arguments.64

According to Arne Petersen in The Role of Problems and Problem Solving 

in Popper’s Early Work on Psychology (1984) Popper argued in his first major 

book Die beiden Gerundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie (1930 – 1933) against a 

Lockean associationist theory of mind in holding that the human mind operates 

according to a deductive-empirical modality.

   

65

                                                 
62 Williams, D. E. Truth, Hope, and Power, (1989), pp. 18-19. 

 Thus, the active mind for Popper 

seeks out problems and deduces from the problem situation of the moment and 

63 Hacohen, M. Karl Popper, (2000), p. 164. 
64 For a historic study of the Kantian problem of judgement formation see: Rojszczak, A. From 

The Act of Judging to the Sentence: The Problem of Truth Bearers from Bolzano to Tarski, 
Dordrecht, The Netherlands: Springer. (2005). 

65 Petersen, A. F. “The Role of Problems and Problem Solving in Popper’s Early Work on 
Psychology”, (1984), pp. 239-250. 
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applies “pre-formed anticipations” as solutions to the problem in question.66 

Repetition for Popper helps only after the discovery has been made and does not 

provide the human evolutionary capacity for acquiring new adaptations. Popper 

summarised his lifelong position on induction in his later work The Self and Its 

Brain (1977) in which repetition or learning by induction operates after the 

critical moment. It does so by turning the new adaptation that has been made into 

something old by placing it into our unproblematic background knowledge or 

“unconscious dispositions”.67 Another interesting aspect of Popper’s link of 

repetition with unconscious dispositions is the apparently Aristotelian dualistic 

interactionism of the individual as being the self creating agent of his internal 

dispositions through the ethical decisions that he makes.68

Popper’s deductivist psychology also shares many similarities with Kant’s 

psychology of knowledge. According to Petersen, if we take the a priori as being 

equivalent to ‘not originating from experience’ (Petersen’s italics), then: 

  

…anticipations can be labelled as ‘a priori synthetic judgements’: ‘The 
anticipatory type of reaction to be found in “Regelbewusstsein” (the 
experimenting search for regularities) will then correspond to an a priori 
“causal statement”’.69

 
  

Petersen further states that Popper concludes his account of a deductivist-

empiricist ‘preformation theory’ with the rather modified Kantian declaration that 

has been previously mentioned in this thesis: “Es gibt wohl synthetische Urteile a 

priori, nur sind sie oft a posteriori falsch”, (that synthetic judgements may well 

                                                 
66 Petersen, A. F. “The Role of Problems and Problem Solving in Popper’s Early Work on Psychology”, 

(1984), pp. 239-250. 
67 Eccles, J., and Popper, K. The Self and Its Brain: An Argument for Interactionism. 

Berlin/Heigelberg/London/New York: Routledge, (1977), p. ii. 
68 Aristotle, The Nicomachean Ethics, Herts: Wordsworth Editions Limited, (1969), Book 2, p. ii. 
69 Petersen, A. F. (1984), p. 245. 
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exist a priori, but they are usually a posteriori false).70

 The existence of synthetic a priori judgements has important implications 

for Popper’s thought. Such judgements not only had implications for his early 

psychological thought but also influenced his political notion of the open society, 

insofar as this notion was based upon the value of open and free discourse and 

rational argumentation. In his Evolutionary Epistemology (1984), Popper argued 

that these synthetic a priori judgements are evidence of certain causal powers 

humans are endowed with, such as the ability to form “anticipations or unfounded 

prejudices”.

 Within this revised 

Kantian thesis the centrality of Popper’s falsificationism can be seen. It is also 

interesting to note the criterion of truthfulness and falsity that Popper employed 

here before his knowledge of Tarski’s semantic theory of truth. This reveals 

something of his later argument concerning the “problem of definitions”. 

71 As these endowed human attributes reflect the a priori way in 

which humans know how to act and react to events and circumstances at each and 

every moment, Popper argued that there is an evolutionary successfulness that this 

aspect of the mind’s activity entails.72

                                                 
70 This quote originally appears in; Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, 

(1979), p. 32. Also see: Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of 
Knowledge, (2009), p. 34. 

 However, with this evolutionary feature 

come certain consequences such as the human tendency towards violence and 

destruction. Humans are, however, simultaneously endowed with the ability to 

develop new a priori anticipations through a process of induction by repetition. 

Thus, subjective knowledge grows through a process of internalisation, changing 

the individual’s dispositions and ability to deduce new possible responses to a 

given set of stimuli.  

71 Popper, K. “Evolutionary Epistemology”, in Evolutionary Theory: Paths into the Future. J. W. 
Pollard, Ed. Chichester: John Wiley & Sons Ltd., (1984), pp. 239-255. 

72 Popper, K. “Evolutionary Epistemology”, (1984), pp. 239-255. 
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Despite, Popper’s insistence that no inductive procedures influence the 

way humans learn to respond to something new, the fact that they have an effect 

on our unconscious dispositions would by necessity influence the nature of 

endowed anticipations.73 Thus such inductive procedures, would indirectly 

contribute to the way in which we learn new things. From the perspective of 

Popper’s naturalism and a broadly Aristotelian belief in self-creating dispositions, 

it can be seen that Popper never completely managed to remove the mode of 

induction from the human propensity to respond in innovative ways to given 

problem situations.74

   Ultimately what Popper takes from Külpe is an understanding of the 

notion of the individual. In Outlines of Psychology (1895) Külpe developed a 

notion of the individual on which empirical psychology can be founded. This 

notion of the individual requires a predictable interaction between mind and body 

which provides the source of facts from which knowledge can be acquired 

objectively. Külpe refers to this interaction between psychical and cerebral 

processes as parallelism. Külpe stated that: 

 However, by emphasising the Kantian and deductive aspects 

of Popper’s thought, it is important not to ignore the continuation of the link 

between empiricism and induction that nonetheless operates in instances of 

human problem solving and action. The role of the link between empiricism and 

induction is not however, as crucial to Popper’s philosophy as the mind’s capacity 

to make synthetic judgements  

 …the two [psychical and cerebral processes] are regarded as concomitant 
phenomena so related that any change upon the one side manifests itself in a 
corresponding change upon the other. This regulative principle is based upon 

                                                 
73 Petersen, A. F. “The Role of Problems and Problem Solving in Popper’s Early Work on 

Psychology”, (1984), p. 244. 
74 Petersen, A. F. “The Role of Problems and Problem Solving in Popper’s Early Work on 

Psychology”, (1984), p. 244. 
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experience, and we may expect that it will receive further confirmation from 
experience in the future.75

 
 

Confusion arose as Popper described his theory of mind as a form of 

interactionism refuting parallelism. What Popper meant when he referred to 

parallelism was not the parallelism of Külpe which he was in agreement with, but 

the philosophic notion of parallelism derived from Descartes. Popper described 

the Cartesian notion of parallelism as an “Occasionalist” one in which the mind 

and body could not causally interact directly as they are of different substances.76

On every occasion when the mind, the will, wished consciously to move a 
limb, the limb moved, as if caused by the will; and vice versa, on every 
occasion when a bodily sense organ was stimulated, the mind experienced a 
perception, as if caused by the sense organ. But in reality, there was no 
causation. The parallelism was miraculous: it was due to the intervention of 
God, it was due to God’s veracity and goodness. 

 

According to the Cartesian position rather than an actual interaction between the 

mind and body, there was the appearance of an interaction. Thus:  

77

 
  

The parallelism that Külpe spoke of was one which rejected the 

metaphysical notion of two substances (Dualism), or of the two aspects of the 

activity of a single being (Monism).78 Similarly, it can be shown that Külpe’s 

notion of psychophysical parallelism returns in Popper as “interactionism”. Külpe 

perceived the need to correlate the peculiarities in psychical processes with 

peculiar properties of the nervous processes,79

                                                 
75 Külpe, O. Outlines of Psychology: Based Upon the Results of Experimental Investigation, 

[1895] New York: Macmillan & Co, (1998), p. 4. 

 similar to the method of empirical 

investigation into the nature of interactionism evident in Popper’s collaboration 

with John Eccles in The Self and its Brain. Unlike metaphysical notions of 

parallelism such as the Cartesian one, Külpe’s notion did not concern itself with 

76 Külpe, O. Outlines of Psychology, [1893], (1998), p. 4. 
77 Eccles, J., and Popper, K. The Self and Its Brain, (1977), p. 183. 
78 Külpe, O. Outlines of Psychology, [1893], (1998), p. 4. 
79 Külpe, O. Outlines of Psychology, [1893], (1998), p. 83. 
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problems of substance but, in Kantian fashion, with facts of perception. Popper’s 

metaphysics was also drawn towards rationally explaining the latter (as seen in his 

collaboration with Eccles) rather than speculating on the former. This notion of 

parallelism did not have an equivalent in Külpe, and would arguably have been 

known by Külpe simply as a form of Dualism.80

Popper’s support of interactionism was also based upon an early critique 

of Moritz Schlick of whom Popper stated in his dissertation Zur Methodenfrage 

der Denkpsychologie: “Schlick himself admitted that he was a convinced follower 

of Parallelism”.

  

81 In Popper’s dissertation, the parallelism that he appropriated 

from Külpe as a form of interactionism was used even at this early stage to argue 

against Schlick’s world-view. Schlick’s world-view may also be described as 

naturalistic, however his naturalism was a mechanistic one, also known as a 

hylological world view. Popper saw the world-view which supported the 

parallelism of Schlink as based upon a closedness and simplicity in which for 

Popper: “It would be the greatest possible triumph for the mathematical sciences 

and for natural science as a whole if one could achieve a reduction of biology to 

physics”.82 Popper’s opposition to reductionist views of science embedded in 

mechanistic conceptions of the universe would become an increasingly prominent 

part of his thought. Later in life, Popper would argue that he was not opposed to 

reductionism per se, but only to reductionism that was hostile to a view of the 

universe as being creative in the best sense; evolving through non-mechanistic, 

spontaneous and indeterminate processes.83

                                                 
80 Külpe, O. Outlines of Psychology, [1893], (1998), p. 4. 

 

81 “Schlick selbst ist zwar ein überzeugter Anhänger des Parallelismus”. Popper, K. Frühe 
Schriften (2006a), p. 221. 

82 “Es ware wohl der denkbar größte Triumph für die mathematischen Wissenschaften, für das 
naturwissenschaftliche Denken überhaupt, wenn die Reduktion der Biologie auf Physik 
gelange”. Popper, K. Frühe Schriften, (2006), p. 223. 

83 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, (1956), p. 174. 
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What Popper’s critique of Schlick shows here is how a differing in world-

views could not allow for the same positivist understanding of science and its 

methodology. It is indicative that the difference between Schlick and Popper lies 

at the fundamental level of world-view (Weltbild), despite the similarities Popper 

had with the neo-positivists of the Vienna Circle. Based upon this, it is 

unreasonable to argue that he was also a neo-positivist. We can also see the 

recurrence of this attitude later in life in Popper’s The Self and its Brain, in which 

this world-view is seen to be developed in the direction of a “practical” 

metaphysics more akin to a Weltanschauung long after its initial usefulness in his 

methodological work.  

The abandonment of the empirical psychological project of the Würzburg 

School by Popper following his turn to methodology in the Logik, is to some 

extent deceptive. By taking a biological approach to human knowledge, Popper 

never really abandons psychology. Understanding the relationship between the 

mind and body within the notion of a psychophysical parallelism or an 

interactionism which was the goal of much of Külpe’s work, must be left, Popper 

thought, to the scientists. In this way, The Self and Its Brain may be seen as an 

effort by Popper to revive the project of Külpe within a less ambitious theory of 

knowledge. Here John C. Eccles integrated contemporary neuropsychological 

knowledge of the structure and functions of the brain into Popper’s ontological 

theory of the Three Worlds.84

However, it was Bühler’s linguistic schema which would re-appear time 

and again in Popper’s philosophy. Bühler’s linguistic schema provides the formal 

structure within which Popper would integrate the other elements of his early 

  

                                                 
84 The work with Eccles can be seen an effort to stave off the loss to philosophy of an objectivist 

epistemology to scientific specialisation, an unavoidable process that is no doubt partly 
responsible for Popper’s changing research areas later in life. 
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psychology, and from which his late World 3 ontology would develop. According 

to Miller, Popper referred to his “three worlds philosophy” as “the philosophy of 

my old age”.85

The main function of a language, communication, has been analysed by K. 
Bühler into three functions: (1) the expressive function – i.e. the 
communication serves to express the emotions or thoughts of the speaker; (2) 
the signalling or stimulative or release function – i.e. the communication 
serves to stimulate or to release certain reactions in the hearer (for example, 
linguistic responses); and (3) the descriptive function – i.e. the 
communication describes a certain state of affairs. These three functions are 
separable in so far as each is accompanied as a rule by its preceding one but 
need not be accompanied by its succeeding one. The first two apply also to 
animal languages, while the third appears to be characteristically human.

 Popper summarised his understanding of Bühler’s linguistic 

function in Conjectures and Refutations as follows: 

86

 
  

Popper went further to add a fourth function to Bühler’s linguistic functions 

which he called the “argumentative or explanatory function” which described the 

presentation and comparison of arguments or explanations in connection with 

certain definite questions or problems.87 In one of Popper’s later works 

Knowledge and the Mind-Body Problem, it is stated that Bühler’s descriptive or 

informative function along with Popper’s argumentative or critical functions are 

essential for an understanding of knowledge in the objective sense.88

                                                 
85 Miller, P. Out of Error, (2006), p. 34. 

 Bühler’s 

theory of language function is central to Popper’s epistemology thus providing a 

continuum from Külpe’s psychology through to Popper’s late ontology. The 

Popper-Bühler Linguistic Schema which plays such a central role in Popper’s 

philosophy, particularly in relation to his understanding of the problem of truth, as 

well as his late ontology, is outlined in the following table developed from 

Petersen’s chart in, “On Emergent Pre-Language and Language Evolution and 

86 Popper, K. Conjectures and Refutations: The Growth of Scientific Knowledge. [1963a] London: 
Routledge, (1989), p. 134. 

87 Popper, K. Conjectures and Refutations, (1963a), p. 135. 
88 Popper, K. Knowledge and The Mind-Body Problem: In Defence of Interaction, London and 

New York: Routledge, (1994a), pp. 84-85. 
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Transcendent Feedback From Language Production on Cognition and Emotion in 

Early Man”:89

Table 1: Popper-Bühler Linguistic Schema.

 

90

Functions 

  

Values 
Popper’s Higher Linguistic 
Function 
 
Argumentative or Critical 
Function 

Validity / Invalidity  

(agreeability / 
disagreeability)*91

Bühler’s Higher Linguistic 
Function 

 

 
Descriptive or Informative 
Function 

Falsity / Truth 

Bühler’s Lower Linguistic 
Functions  
 
Communicative  Function  
 Expressive Function 

Efficiency / Inefficiency 

Revealing / Not 
revealing 

 

 

This chart clearly demonstrates the way that Popper returned in his later 

writings to the earlier Würzburg School influences of his time at the Pedagogic 

Institute. It also clearly refers to ‘truth’ indicating that solely logical approaches to 

the problem of truth in Popper’s thought just would not do and that a broader 

philosophical understanding of truth capable of including evolutionary linguistics 

was necessary. This table reveals a synthesis in Popper’s thought between the 
                                                 

89 Petersen, A. F. “On Emergent Pre-Language and Language Evolution and Transcendent 
Feedback From Language Production on Cognition and Emotion in Early Man”, (1992), p. 451. 
Petersen in tern attributes his diagram to one used in a little known paper by Popper titled: “The 
Place of Mind in Nature,” 1981 October 6 . Speech (not delivered in person), Nobel Conference 
XVII, Gustavus Adolphus College, St. Peter, Minnesota. Typescript original, published in Mind 
in Nature, Elvee, R., ed. San Francisco: Harper and Row. (1982), pp. 31-59. A similar chart is 
presented in: Popper, K. Knowledge and The Mind-Body Problem (1994a), p. 84. 

90 See: Petersen, A. F. “On Emergent Pre-Language and Language Evolution and Transcendent 
Feedback From Language Production on Cognition and Emotion in Early Man”, (1992), p. 451. Also 
see: Popper, K. R. “The Place of Mind in Nature”, (1982a), pp. 31-59. 

91 As Popper’s irrefutable hypotheses, particularly in his social philosophy, cannot be decided 
upon due to an often equal instance of validity or impossibility to validate, resulting from an 
impossibility for testing them, the lesser criterion of “agreeability” is seen to operate in such 
instances. This is in accordance with Popper’s understanding of scientific or systematic 
investigation as being modelled upon a kind of ideal polis, in which there is a practical need to 
choose between competing arguments which lack certainty.    
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positivistic influences of demarcating between “validity” and “invalidity” with the 

linguistic thought of Bühler. By adding the higher linguistic functions we can see 

that Popper did not passively receive Bühler’s linguistics but revised it to 

integrate his Kantian philosophy emphasising the power of reason and criticism. 

The disparate philosophical theories that Popper held were not viewed in isolation 

from one another but integrated firstly into a linguistic schema and methodology 

and then later into a cosmology or world-view. This explains Popper’s reluctance 

to abandon his earlier arguments later in life as this action would affect more than 

the immediate theory at hand. Abandoning or changing positions would often be 

discreet and slow as Popper attempted to evolve one argument into another whilst 

considering the broader implications for the rest of his philosophy. 

 

5. Popper’s Friesian Epistemology 

 

The previous section has looked at the psychological and linguistic 

theories that were a central part of Popper’s formative education at the 

Pedagogical Institute. However, these formative elements need to be seen in 

relation to other Kantian philosophical elements that Popper developed from other 

philosophers that he was in contact with during the 1920s. The most important of 

these other Kantian influences was the thought of Jakob Fries (1773-1843) that he 

received from Julius Kraft (1921-1960). Fries’s influence upon Popper can be 

seen as twofold; firstly, by providing the problem situations associated with 

Popper’s understanding of the theory of knowledge; secondly, and not wholly 

distinct from the first, providing a practical basis for moral faith. This section 

explores how Popper provided a further revision of Fries by turning away from 

the latter’s psychological approach to the logic of discovery towards an objective, 
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realist and ontological approach to the logic of discovery. Notwithstanding 

Popper’s epistemological and methodological non-foundationalism, it is clear that 

Popper’s philosophy as a whole rests upon a bedrock of foundational assertions. 

This foundational basis is explored in the form of “ethical principles” which, 

when Popper wrote of them, are seen to reflect epistemological concerns 

underpinning his idealised moral standpoints. Such moral standpoints, expressed 

in epistemological terms, are also the basis for his cosmological arguments. From 

such moral standpoints we can see that the “intuitional understanding” that 

Popper wrote of in Objective Knowledge played a role in his thought on science 

by influencing the types theories that he believed a scientist is inclined to 

pursue.92

This intuitional understanding is turned into knowledge about “the world 

of facts” through the expression in “statements about our experiences”.

  

93 

Accepting the empirical truth about a statement of fact is thus made through an 

“immediate feeling of conviction” we gain through our sense experience.94 We 

cannot “doubt the truth” we gain from such an immediate feeling of conviction 

gained through our sense experiences. We may not “doubt” such feelings, but that 

does not mean that they are certain; we remain fallible in this regard. It is the role 

of science to systematically present such immediate convictions through a mere 

attempt at classification and description of these immediate experiences.95 This is 

what Popper meant by asserting that “all science is cosmology”.96

                                                 
92 Popper, K. Objective Knowledge, (1972), p. 183. 

 It is the task of 

cosmology, as he understood it, to classify and describe the immediate truth of 

our sense experiences that we cannot doubt. The only way that science as a 

93 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, (1959), p. 75. 
94 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, (1959), p. 75. 
95 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, (1959), p. 76. 
96 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, (1998), p. 7. 
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cosmology differs from myths is in the adoption by science of the “critical 

approach”.97

In Kepler: Seine Metaphysik des Sonnensystems und seine empirische 

Kritik (1968) Popper stated that:  

 I want to focus here on the extent to which Popper’s understanding 

of science is indebted to Fries’s work on the distinction between “mediate” and 

“immediate” knowledge. I will then provide the basis for interpretating the 

foundations and particularities of Popper’s argumentation in the chapters to 

follow.  

…I have long been branded as a typical Vienna Circle positivist and enemy 
of metaphysics. Just a few years ago, an American psychologist and brain 
scientist even wrote in praise: ‘Popper is one of the most influential heirs of 
Mach’s emphasis on sensation and of the resulting positivism of the Vienna 
Circle.’…It is not at all unlikely, then, that some will diagnose as the folly of 
old age my evidently opportunist shift from positivism to friendliness 
towards metaphysics.98

 
 

Popper did not move towards a friendly attitude towards metaphysics late in life; 

it is evident in his earliest works such as Zur Methodenfrage der Denkpsychologie 

and Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie that metaphysics and 

transcendental philosophy have always been a part of his thought. The above 

passage reveals much about the fundamental differences in attitude that have 

always existed between Popper and the neo-positivists. It suggests a difference in 

tradition to which Popper was heir. It also suggests that the metaphysical aspects 

of his thought require a particular contextual re-examination in relation to the 

                                                 
97 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, (1989), p. 126. 
98 This paper is published in: Popper, K. All Life is Problem Solving, London: Routledge, (1999), 

p. 76. For a revised form of the original German lecture given on 6 November 1986 in Linz see; 
Popper, K. “Kepler: Seine Metaphysik des Sonnensystems und seine empirische Kritik,” in 
Alles Leben ist Problemlösen. Munich: Piper Verlag. (1994), p.149. “Denn ich bin ja – seit 
langem und noch immer – verschrien als ein typischer Positivist des Wiener Kreises und als ein 
Metaphysikgegner. Ein amerikanischer Psychologe und Gehirnforscher hat über mich noch vor 
kurzem sogar sehr lobend geschrieben: » Popper ist einer der einflussreichsten Erben von Machs 
Nachdruck auf Sinnesempfindung und des daraus folgenden Positivismus des Wiener 
Kreises«…Es ist daher gar nicht unwahrscheinlich, daß einige auf die Idee kommen werden, 
meinen offenbar opportunistischen Gesinnungswechsel vom Positivismus zur 
Metaphysikfreundlichkeit als eine Altersverblödung zu diagnostizieren. ”.    
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other aspects of his thought. Metaphysics continued to be seen by Popper as 

having intellectual value for rational and systematic inquiry so long as it was kept 

critical.  

One can see that within this thesis there is a rationale for his early 

psychology of childhood learning particularly in “Gewohnheit” und 

“Gesetzerlebnis” in der Erziehung (1927) as well as his early critique of 

patriotism,99

To yield to every whim of curiosity, and to allow our passion for inquiry to 
be restrained by nothing but the limits of our ability, this shows an eagerness 
of mind not unbecoming to scholarship. But it is wisdom that has the merit of 
selecting, from among the innumerable problems which present themselves, 
those whose solution is important to mankind.

 and later better known critiques of “dogmatic” theories such as 

historicism. However, one must not take for granted exactly when Popper came to 

this view of metaphysics and how exactly he discovered that it could be used to 

justify his political and ethical thought. This is a case in which we must approach 

Unended Quest with some reservations. Quoting from Kant in The Poverty of 

Historicism we can see that by the time Popper set his mind to broadly political 

and social questions his world-view was in keeping with a Kantian theory of 

knowing: 

100

      
 

Popper then continues to explain the clarity of the application of this quote to the 

biological and social sciences, which explains how through our theories we 

construct our world. There is a definite praxiology (a theory of action) as well as 

morality within Popper’s political writings that is the result of his Kantian theory 

                                                 
99 For Popper’s Kantian inspired opposition to the notion of patriotism see: Popper, K. “Über die 

Stellung des Lehrers zu Schule und Schüler”, in Frühe Schriften, Tübingen: Mohr Siebeck. 
[1925], (2006), pp. 22-23.  

100 See: Kant, I. Dreams of a Ghost Seer, Part II, Ch. III (Werke, ed. E. Cassirer, vol. II, Berlin: 
Bruno Cassirer, (1912-1922), p. 385). Also quoted in: Popper, K. The Poverty of Historicism. 
[1957] London and New York: Routledge, (1961), p. 56. 
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of knowing. In Volume One of The Open Society Popper repeatedly referred to 

Kant’s moral convictions about what values a just society should embody.101

The two major strands of post-Kantian thought that have greatly 

influenced Popper’s epistemology are the neo-Kantianism of the Marburg School 

and the Würzburg School of Cognitive Psychology, and the post-Kantian thought 

handed down through Jakob Fries, Leonard Nelson and Julius Kraft. However, the 

situation is not as neat and straightforward as this. Nelson himself was a disciple 

of the social democratic teaching of Cohen, Natorp and Stadler of the Marburg 

School.

  

102 William Berkson and John Wettersten have made much progress in 

reintegrating Popper’s thought within the Würzburg School of Cognitive 

Psychology.103 Paying closer attention to comparisons between the neo-Kantians 

and Popper can lead to a greater understanding of the inherent tensions between 

the Kantian and Realist or Aristotelian aspects of Popper’s philosophy. For 

instance the thought of Alois Riehl (1844-1924) a “critical realist” and neo-

Kantian opponent of the Marburg School was also characterised by a similar need 

to synthesise Kantianism with Realism. Riehl’s attitude towards “knowledge” as 

derived from the individual scientific disciplines similarly reflects the way that 

Popper refrained from using the term “knowledge” in a broad sense, instead 

preferring to use the term “understanding” in regards to fallible intuitional 

matters.104

On the other hand, the importance of Popper’s fixation on the 

epistemological problems of Jakob Friedrich Fries has been pointed out by 

  

                                                 
101 Popper, K. The Open Society and Its Enemies. Vol. 1, [1945] London and New York: 

Routledge, (1962), Vol 1, pp. 73, 102, 139, 152. 
102 Willey, T. E. Back to Kant, (1978), pp. 102-103. 
103 Berkson, W., and J. Wettersten. Learning From Error, (1984). Also see: Eschbach, A. Ed. Karl 

Bühler’s Theory of Language Proceedings of the Conferences Held at Kirchberg, August 26, 
1984 and Essen, November 21-24, 1984. Amsterdam, Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing 
Company, 1988. 

104 For Popper’s use of the term ‘understanding’ see: Popper, K. Objective Knowledge, (1972), pp. 
183-186. 
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Malachi Hacohen in Karl Popper – The Formative Years.105 The manner in which 

Popper was able to find resolution to the problem of Fries’s Trilemma appears to 

be the result of an integration of both these traditions of post-Kantian 

epistemological thought.106 For Fries, according to Popper, if we are to avoid 

interpreting statements of science dogmatically, we must justify them. However, 

as Fries accepted that statements can only be justified by other statements then the 

demand that all statements be logically justified would lead to an “infinite 

regress”.107 To avoid the dangers of dogmatism and of infinite regress, Fries opted 

for a third position, that of “psychologism”.108 Fries’s psychologism was the 

understanding that in relation to sense-experience we have what he called 

“immediate knowledge” from which we may justify our “mediate knowledge”, 

which for Fries was the knowledge expressed in some symbolism of language, 

which includes our scientific knowledge.109 The understanding of the human 

capacity for “immediate knowledge” of the world as it is in itself would later be 

supported by the work of Lorenz on the formal abilities of our sensory organs to 

provide knowledge of the world-in-itself, (as was discussed in the previous 

chapter).110

                                                 
105 Hacohen, M. Karl Popper, (2000), pp. 182-183. 

  

106 For a concise discussion on the historical setting of this trilemma see: Boyer, A. “Open 
Rationality: Making Guesses About Nature, Society and Justice”, in Rethinking Popper (2009), 
pp. 245-256. Boyer states here that: “The “trilemma of justification” was first expounded by 
some Greek thinkers (probably some Sophists), as Aristotle stated it in his Posterior Analytics 
(I, 3). It was repeated by Sceptics (Agrippa, according to Sextus), and rediscovered in a different 
version by Fries, and then Popper (referring to Fries), and Popperians such as Hans Albert, who 
came back to the first version (“Münchhausen’s trilemma”)”. See: Boyer, A. “Open Rationality: 
Making Guesses About Nature, Society and Justice”, in Cohen, R. S. and Z. Parusniková (eds.). 
(2009), p. 246. However one can see an important historical fault with Boyer’s account as it 
omits the role of Julius Kraft in the transmission of Fries’s version of the trilemma to Popper.   

107 Kant had already outlined the choice for those who wished to persue the scientific method to be 
between the dogmatism associated with Wolff and a scepticism associated with Hume. See: 
Kant, I. Critique of Pure Reason. [1787], Vasilis Plitis Eds. London: Everyman’s Library, (1993 
Meiklejohn Translation), §Transcendental Doctrine of Method, Ch. 3, p. 544.  

108 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, (1959), p. 75. 
109 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, (1959), p. 75. 
110 Munz, P. Beyond Wittgenstein’s Poker, (2004), pp. 2-4. 
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 Popper’s epistemological objectivism thus has its origins in his 

appropriation of Fries’s thought which provided an epistemological component, 

and Bühler’s thought which contributed a technical linguistics.111 It was through 

the rediscovery of Fries by Leonard Nelson that Popper developed his neo-

Friesian epistemology. David Miller describes this as being done through an 

extension and correction of the philosophies of Kant, Fries and Nelson which 

gave rise to Popper’s views on demarcation and induction.112 According to 

Hacohen, Fries thought that the synthetic a priori propositions left too much of 

the world closed to the human mind which ensured subjectivism. Fries’s solution 

was to develop a methodological procedure for grounding knowledge in a 

universal human psychology, thereby eliminating much of Kant’s agnosticism and 

“subjectivism”.113

Many of the philosophical positions central to Popper’s thought are 

already evident in Fries. This is most notably the case in Mathematische 

Naturphilosophie in which Fries included a criterion of falsification among a list 

of rules for the experimental natural scientist.

  

114 Also Popper’s view that one 

cannot prove a statement by appeal to a perceptual experience is central to Fries’s 

distinction between “mediate” and “immediate” knowledge.115

                                                 
111 Like Wittgenstein, in this light Popper’s Kantianism can also be seen as having taken a 

linguistic turn. However Popper’s was a very different kind of linguistic turn more akin to the 
later Wittgenstein of the Philosophical Investigations. 

 Fries’s search for 

the kind of certainty characteristic of mathematics as a basis for our knowledge 

made a great impression on Popper. As Popper put it, “the problem of the basis of 

112 Miller, P. Out of Error, (2006), p. 6. 
113 Hacohen, M. Karl Popper, (2000), p. 122. 
114 Gregory, F. “Extending Kant: The Origins and Nature of Jakob Friedrich Fries’s Philosophy of 

Science”, in Eds. The Kantian legacy in Nineteenth – Century Science, Cambridge: MIT Press, 
(2006), p. 98. fn. 8. 

115 Gregory, F. “Extending Kant: The Origins and Nature of Jakob Friedrich Fries’s Philosophy of 
Science”, (2006), p. 95. 
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experience has troubled few thinkers so deeply as Fries”.116 The continual 

importance of Fries for Popper’s later thought can be seen in Popper’s lecture 

Beyond the Search for Invariants (presented in 1965) in which a discussion of 

Parmenides is centred upon the Friesian concerns with the basis of experience.117

Fries’s concern with the certainty of the foundations of knowledge 

resulted from the interaction between his admiration for the certainty and clarity 

of mathematics on the one hand, and the influence of the Moravian pietistic 

community known as “the Unity of the Brethren” or Herrnhut “under the Lord’s 

care” on the other. According to Frederick Gregory, two fundamental lessons that 

Fries learned from the Herrnhut were: that important things in life were sure 

truths not arbitrary sentiments, and the source of this truth is transcendent and not 

of our making.

 

Popper’s theory of universals also attests to the impact of Fries.  

118 Fries’s quest for the attainment of geometric-like objective 

validity and certainty drove his criticism of Kant for not sufficiently investigating 

the psychological basis on which our whole capacity for knowledge rests. Fries 

conceived of the Critique of Pure Reason and the Critique of Practical Reason as 

being branches of empirical psychology in which the objects of investigation were 

the contents of the human mind. He was adamant that both of Kant’s critiques 

lacked the necessary psychological foundations.119

                                                 
116 Gregory, F. “Extending Kant: The Origins and Nature of Jakob Friedrich Fries’s Philosophy of 

Science”, (2006), p. 87. Also see: Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, (1959), p. 93. 

 Ernst Henke argued that Fries 

sought to make important technical corrections to Kant’s system by seeing the 

117 Popper, K. The World of Parmenides: Essays on the Presocratic Enlightenment, Arne F. 
Petersen, and Jørgen Mejer (eds.), London and New York: Routledge, (1998), pp. 146-222. The 
strange admixture of a theoretical analysis of Parmenides conflated with the contemporary 
physics of Boltzmann and Schröinger can be explained as being heavily endebted to Fries who 
remains unmentioned in this lecture.   

118 Gregory, F. “Extending Kant: The Origins and Nature of Jakob Friedrich Fries’s Philosophy of 
Science”, (2006), p. 84. 

119 Gregory, F. “Extending Kant: The Origins and Nature of Jakob Friedrich Fries’s Philosophy of 
Science”, (2006), p. 85. 
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critique of reason as belonging to psychology and requiring foundations that he 

would develop as an “anthropological critique of reason”.120

Popper’s theory of knowledge is in essence a continuation of the post-

Kantian thought of Jakob Friedrich Fries. Much of his scientific, methodological 

and metaphysical thought, from his commonsense theory of world (as opposed to 

the commonsense or “bucket theory” of knowledge which he opposed), was 

developed around his acceptance of Fries’s solution to the problem of 

metaphysical dogmatism.

   

121 Gregory suggests that due to their pietistic religion 

both Kant and Fries were disposed to the same attitudes towards the relationship 

between empirical knowledge and mathematics. Kant and Fries both understood 

that in regard to the human condition we must identify that in it which is certain. 

This is reflected in Popper’s realism which sees the role of the sciences as the 

search for invariants. According to Gregory the pietism of Kant and Fries resulted 

in a sense of certainty that can be seen in their embrace of mathematics for 

philosophy as well as the notion of human imperfection. According to this view, 

while God’s truth can be approached through understanding, it can never be 

exhaustively captured by this means.122

It may be of use to think of Popper’s analysis of the limitations of human 

understanding as essentially a secularised appropriation of Kant’s and Fries’s 

pietistic belief. God’s truth became for Popper the postulates of ‘truth’ and 

‘certainty’ which represent the metaphysical actuality of every instant of relations 

which lead to an effectual event, of which we can only have partial knowledge. 

  

                                                 
120 Henke, E. Jakob Friedrich Fries. Aus seinem handschriftlichen Nachlasse dargestellt, [1867], 

Berlin: Verlag Öffentliches Leben, (1937), pp. 44-45. 
121 For Popper’s opposition to what he called the “bucket theory” or what is better known as the 

tabula rasa theory of mind, in which the mind is understood to be “an empty slate” upon which 
the senses engrave their messages, see: Popper, K. Objective Knowledge, (1972), pp. 61-63. 

122 Gregory, F. “Extending Kant: The Origins and Nature of Jakob Friedrich Fries’s Philosophy of 
Science”, (2006), p. 86. 
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For Popper these postulates are necessary in order that we progressively increase 

our partial understanding of a situation so that we can better act or react to it. 

Popper held that we can even, by accepting a false theory, increase the “truth-

content” of the object in question, through an objective movement towards the 

Kantian regulative ideal of an Absolute truth. Absolute truth is described by 

Popper as a standard that we may fall short of.123 Popper’s agreement with Fries’s 

approach to human knowledge in relation to an unattainable ideal is also 

developed in Popper’s writings on the Presocratic philosophers. There is a tension 

here between scepticism and objective truth that is never fully resolved in 

Popper’s thought. This is further evident in Popper’s statement that we know 

nothing “and barely this”, which indicates his underlying scepticism.124 

According to Lakatos, Popper restricts his “optimism” to a classical sceptical 

thesis and that his fallibilism is “nothing more than scepticism together with a 

eulogy of the game of science”.125

It is from this pietistic feeling-for-truth that Fries argued for the 

impossibility of dogmatic, general and universal metaphysical systems, reflecting 

similar concerns that would come up in Popper’s writings. The feeling-for-truth is 

evident firstly in instances of particular application before general principles. 

Nelson showed that Fries’s argument for metaphysical dogmatism fails as it 

attempts to start directly by establishing a general principle from which to erect a 

 

                                                 
123 Popper emphasised that science was not interested in “mere truth”, but that science was in the 

search for “interesting truth” or “truth that was hard to come by” a truth which has a high degree 
of explanatory power. See: Popper, K. Conjectures and Refutations, (1963), p. 229. Objective 
truth is then seen to come into play where our knowledge of the truth of a common-sense 
observation ends and where classification and description of such observations that go beyond 
our immediate capacity to understand them in a systematic way is necessary.  In this way the 
“regulative ideal” understanding of truth functions in allowing this classification and description 
in light of our fragmentary and incomplete observations.   

124 For a discussion on the interaction between these two schools of scepticism see: Popkin, R. 
History of Scepticism from Erasmus to Spinoza, Berkeley: University of California Press. 
(1979). 

125 Lakatos, I. “Popper on Demarcation and Induction”, (1974), pp. 256-257. 
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system, even though our mind approaches these principles last.126 As we must 

start with what is immediately given, that is, instances where the feeling-for-truth 

is evident, we arrive at “the problem of the empirical basis”.127

 For many epistemologists following Fries, accepting psychologism 

appeared to be the most objective and practical solution to the problem of 

foundational knowledge claims. The two other alternatives to Fries’s attempt to 

ground Kant’s transcendental proof (which showed synthetic propositions to be 

logically necessary from what Popper described as “Fries’s Trilemma”) included 

dogmatism, that is, the acceptance of basic propositions without justification and 

an infinite regress.

 In this way the 

clarity of what is immediately given in empirical observation must somehow be 

incorporated into Popper’s philosophy whilst acknowledging that the human 

capacity for understanding its truth value will never escape doubt.  

128 For Fries a transcendental proof had to be psychologically 

grounded, or it would be caught in a circular argument leading to an infinite 

regress. According to Hacohen, this acceptance of psychologism remained 

unsatisfactory for Popper as this psychological revision of Kant merely deferred 

lawfulness from Kant’s consciousness (Verstandesgesetzlichkeit) to psychology, 

thus accomplishing nothing.129

                                                 
126 Nelson, L. Progress and Regress in Philosophy: From Hume and Kant to Hegel and Fries. 

Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1970. (1970), p. 179. 

  Like the rest of science for Popper, epistemology 

required some means of its acceptance over competing theories even if we cannot 

ultimately justify such theories. As with the natural sciences a truth statement 

127 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, (1959), p. 74. 
128 Hacohen, M. Karl Popper, (2000), p. 229. 
129 Hacohen, M. Karl Popper, (2000), p. 229. Gregory brings our attention to the issue of what 

Popper calls “psychologism”. Due to the problematic definition of this term in relation to the 
problems of providing foundations for knowledge it is unclear to what extent Fries or for that 
matter Popper himself are guilty of this. See: Gregory, F. “Extending Kant: The Origins and 
Nature of Jakob Friedrich Fries’s Philosophy of Science”, (2006), p. 99, n. 16. Also see: 
Abbagnano, N. ‘Psychologism’, in Encyclopaedia of Philosophy. Paul Edwards. Ed.  New 
York: Macmillan, (1967), p. 520.  
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would not be grounded but merely accepted in accordance with a methodological 

rule.130

 To resolve this problem it appears that Popper looked to Bühler’s work on 

language theory and Bühler’s transmission of Külpe’s basic view of the mind. 

Thus, Popper followed Bühler’s language theory by focusing on the primacy of 

both the objective and the social in order to create a new radicalised position form 

which to solve Fries’s Trilemma.

  

131 For the purpose of accumulating objective 

knowledge the foundational problems of dogmatism, psychologism and infinite 

regress would be rendered innocuous through a redefining of the notion of 

truth.132 There was no room in science or the systematic accumulation of 

objective knowledge for unshakeable truths or a pietistic absolute notion of 

truth.133 Science does not concern itself with mundane observational statements 

for which the truth is without doubt and known “immediately”,134

Fries’s Die Geschichte der Philosophie dargestellt nach den Fortschritten 

ihrer wissenschaftlichen Entwickelung (1837 – 40), a history of “scientific 

 but it concerns 

itself with the classification and description of our various statements of 

commonsense observation and scientific knowledge that require “mediation” in 

order to be understood. What such mediated knowledge would require was a 

notion of truth that was inter-subjective, provisional and which was practically 

compatible with a commonsense theory of the world. This rather limited notion of 

truth would be the only way one could save the optimistic project of assuring the 

possibility of certainty and universal knowledge. 

                                                 
130 Hacohen, M. Karl Popper, (2000), pp. 229-230. 
131 Innis, R. Karl Bühler’s Semiotic Foundations of Language Theory, New York: Plenum 

Publishers, (1982), p. 8. 
132 Hacohen, M. Karl Popper, (2000), p. 230. 
133 The reference to pietism is an ellusion to Fries’s upbringing in the Moravian pietistic 

community known as “the Unity of the Brethren” or Herrnhut “under the Lord’s care”. See: 
Gregory, F. “Extending Kant: The Origins and Nature of Jakob Friedrich Fries’s Philosophy of 
Science”, (2006), p. 84. 

134 This is a reference to Fries’s distinction between “mediate” and “immediate” knowledge. 
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philosophy” from the Greeks to his own time attempted to provide a justification 

for the development of scientific knowledge to include knowledge of mental 

processes.135 In Progress and Regress in Philosophy (1970) Nelson attempted to 

revive and build upon Fries’s development of Kant’s critical philosophy.136 In this 

work Nelson emphatically defended Fries’s methodological approach, particularly 

his method of justifying judgements which would play a central role in Popper’s 

later non-foundational theory of knowledge. Nelson also updated Fries’s list of 

philosophic enemies by adding a variety of neo-Kantians, no doubt due to their 

hostility towards Fries.137

When we take this Friesian background into account when looking at The 

Open Society which is commonly perceived as a political tract against closed 

societies, we can see how this view belies the depth of tradition going back to 

Kant’s transcendental method on which it rests. 

  

138

                                                 
135 See: Fries, J. Die Geschichte der Philosophie dargestellt nach den Fortschritten ihrer 

wissenschaftlichen Entwickelung, Vol. 18-19. Aalen: Scientia. (1978). 

 This influential work of 

twentieth century political thought may best be contextualised with the tradition 

of extending the rational scientific project to all knowledge claims. It is this 

critical rationalist project, which grew out of the thought of Fries that is found 

both in Popper’s scientific methodological writings as well as his political 

writings. Ultimately The Open Society, alongside the totality of Popper’s oeuvre, 

136 Nelson, L. Progress and Regress in Philosophy: From Hume and Kant to Hegel and Fries, 
Oxford: Basil Blackwell. (1970). 

137 Nelson, L. Socratic method and critical philosophy. Thomas K. Brown III., Trans. New Haven: 
Yale University Press, (1949), pp. 156-157. 

138 Shearmur argued that “The Open Society has sometimes been misread as a political work 
written for the Cold War”. Shearmur and Turner maintain, along with Hacohen, that The Open 
Society was written against “a background of pre-war and wartime problems”. See: Popper, K. 
After the Open Society, (2008), p. xxi. Also see: Hacohen, M. Karl Popper, (2000). However 
this view must also be seen in light of Popper’s remark to Isaiah Berlin and A. J. Ayer in 1946 
that The Open Society was a “fighting book”. See: Edmonds, D., and J. Eidinow, Wittgenstein’s 
Poker (2001), p. 71.  I contend that it was a “fighing book”, however it was much more than this 
as well. It was the culmination of his life’s work in various intellectual fields that was focused 
towards rational arguments against what Popper perceived as immediate political and social 
threats.   
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provides a Kantian inspired critique of rationality as it is employed to social, 

scientific and broader philosophical problems in a twentieth century context.   

Popper’s concern with the impossibility of justifying our truth statements 

as knowledge is in many ways a continuation of Fries’s work. Not only is 

Popper’s notion of justification Friesian, his treatment of subjective and objective 

knowledge also had its origins in Fries’s Kantianism. Fries aimed to validate the 

possibility of justifying judgements or truth statements by dividing the concept of 

knowledge into two parts. For Fries the problem of justification arises when we 

come to judgements which are not provable, what he called “basic 

judgements”.139 If we cannot assure certainty at this level of knowledge it 

becomes impossible to speak of truth at all. Fries overcame this problem by 

postulating the possibility of “immediate knowledge”, that is knowledge not 

based on judgements.140

Popper would later pick up on this notion of immediate knowledge and 

develop it as subjective knowledge, thus assuring it a fallibility that Fries would 

not attribute to it. Even though Fries’s notion of immediate knowledge provides 

the basis for Popper’s notion, these notions are not identical. For Popper, 

subjective knowledge is closely connected with moral convictions (even though 

there is an objective conventional aspect to convictions). Knowledge in the 

 Immediate knowledge for Fries cannot be justified, yet 

its certainty is a priori evident. An attempt to justify immediate knowledge would 

lead to an impossible comparison of knowledge with its object. The inherent self-

reliance of our reason enables immediate knowledge, that is, the psychological 

datum, to be objectively valid. The certainty of our immediate knowledge is 

unquestionable, thus it is without error. It is this principle of the self-reliance of 

reason which makes it possible for us to have knowledge.  

                                                 
139 Nelson, L. Progress and Regress in Philosophy, (1970), p. 171. 
140 Nelson, L. Progress and Regress in Philosophy, (1970), p. 171. 
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subjective sense is related to the possibility of intrinsically and unostentatiously 

having knowledge of the numinous aspects of the universe, evident in his 

fallibilistic cosmology, from which our thoughts and actions can proceed to the 

realms of science and politics. Knowledge in the subjective sense for Popper is 

also that knowledge of the world which is possessed, that is, the possession of the 

contents of our knowledge in the objective sense by a fallible subject. Knowledge 

was not understood by Popper to be made up of different types; objective, 

subjective, fallible or certain. There is one thing that is knowledge, however, we 

can understand knowledge in a number of different senses. One sense is the 

subjective in which knowledge exists inside our individual heads. The other 

objective sense in which Popper spoke of knowledge referred to such things as the 

contents of books or instances of inter-subjective or group problem solving. Both 

senses in which Popper understood knowledge are fallible, as certainty in relation 

to knowledge does not pertain to us but to the gods.141

If justification for Fries cannot be applicable to one type of knowledge it 

must be applicable to another in which certainty is not manifestly evident. Fries 

calls knowledge of this kind which is susceptible to error “mediate 

knowledge”.

 

142 If this type of knowledge is characterised by its susceptibility to 

error, how can truth be achieved through this aspect of knowing which is so 

necessary for human action and interaction? Fries requires agreement of mediate 

with immediate knowledge in order to avoid error, Fries calls this “intellectual 

truth”.143

                                                 
141 For a candid and unpublished account of the limitations of objective and subjective senses of 

knowledge see the interview: “Gespräch mit Sir Karl Popper: und Johann Götschl, Hans Georg 
Knapp, Johann Christian Marek und Elisabeth Peyker, geführt am 1. Juni 1974 in Wien”. Karl-
Popper-Sammlung, Box: 167-7.   

 Fries’s mediate knowledge which has to be justified is thus a forerunner 

of Popper’s notion of objective knowledge. Objective knowledge, for Popper is 

142 Nelson, L. Progress and Regress in Philosophy, (1970), p. 173. 
143 Nelson, L. Progress and Regress in Philosophy, (1970), p. 173. 



 97 

also characterised by its tendency towards error and its need for some mode of 

mutual agreement or “corroboration” in order to be inter-subjectively valid. 

Popper’s inter-subjective idea of objectivity goes against the behaviourist idea of 

objectivity associated with detailed anthropological observation which had a 

direct impact on his attitude towards the social sciences.144

 Popper’s notion of objective knowledge differs from Fries’s notion of 

mediate knowledge in that the inter-subjective process of criticism elevates a 

statement of knowledge to the realm of independent higher order objects. 

Henceforth, relations between the objects or contents of our knowledge can be 

logically developed in a way that enables metaphysically conjectural knowledge, 

such as Popper’s later theory of the Three Worlds. Fries held that we had two 

types of knowledge, but Popper argued that we only had one type that could be 

understood as operating in two different senses which are in a constant state of 

interaction, that is, in an emergent context from a World 2 subjective sense as 

well as a World 3 objective sense.  

 

For Fries immediate knowledge is directly related to the problem of 

“perception” (Anschauung). How one perceives immediate knowledge affects its 

certainty in relation to knowledge of the physical world. According to Nelson, 

Fries makes one of his most profound discoveries in relation to the perception of 

immediate knowledge, that is, the distinction between immediacy of knowledge 

and immediacy of our consciousness of the knowledge, which is the essence of 

perception.145

                                                 
144 Popper, K. “The Logic of the Social Sciences”, (1976), p. 95. 

 Even though immediate knowledge is certain it remains obscure, so 

that its existence and content remain far from self-evident. The immediacy of the 

consciousness of our knowledge as being true or certain is the result of a 

perceived agreement of the judgement with the content of the immediate 

145 Nelson, L. Progress and Regress in Philosophy, (1970), p. 177. 
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knowledge which itself remains obscure. Yet this raises a further problem. In 

justifying the judgements of metaphysics we cannot appeal to a non-reflective 

“immediate consciousness” as their ground.146 This is because the perceived 

agreement between an individual’s subjective knowledge of truth, such as certain 

moral convictions, and an object of knowledge with which it is in agreement with 

do not exist in our mind in a manner that is either perceivable or intuitable. There 

is an insurmountable gulf between facts and decisions as David Miller has stated. 

It is impossible to justify our moral or metaphysical arguments that are used to 

explain matters of descriptive knowledge.147

For Fries there is a “metaphysical” principle which does not exist in the 

mind at the time that the judgement is made, yet provides the basis for such a 

judgement. Fries called this the “feeling-for-truth”, this notion has nothing to do 

with feelings of pleasure or dislike as it is an act of knowing, not of interest.

 

148

In 1927 Popper published a thesis entitled “Gewohnheit” und 

“Gesetzerlebnis” in der Erziehung, in which he attempted to provide a 

psychological explanation of the child’s need for dogmatism. Popper approached 

this problem by developing Bühler’s distinction between critical thinking and 

mechanical association to the examination of the distinction between critical 

 

Only through abstraction from the perceptual element contained in the judgement 

can this metaphysical principle be brought to consciousness. The feeling-for-truth 

is thus an obscure act of the faculty of judgement, not of perception. Therefore, 

there is an act of judgement from an unknown principle which occurs alongside 

the act of perception or intuition that provides the source of the certainty for any 

immediate knowledge.  

                                                 
146 Nelson, L. Progress and Regress in Philosophy, (1970), p. 178. 
147 Miller, D. “Popper and Tarski”, in Jarvie, Ian., and Sandra Pralong. Popper's Open Society 

After Fifty Years: The Continuing Relevance of Karl Popper. London: Routledge, (1999), p. 68.  
148 Nelson, L. Progress and Regress in Philosophy, (1970), pp. 178-179.  
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thinking and dogmatic thinking which Bühler overlooked.149 Popper made the 

distinction between these two forms of thinking by appealing to Fries’s notion of 

the justification of judgements. Wettersten pointed out that critical thinking for 

Popper was quite adequately described by the theory of judgements, which 

included calling any claim in question until it had been adequately justified.150

 

 

This point was also reflective of Popper’s later understanding of “corroboration”. 

Thus, critical thinking requires of the individual a convergence of mediate 

knowledge with immediate knowledge with the aim of attaining Fries’s 

“intellectual truth”. For Popper such “intellectual truth”, may be seen as the 

acceptableness of a proposition at the argumentative stage of language function. It 

is this notion of critical thinking, developed with an eye towards pedagogy and 

the psychological development of children that Popper would later use to refute 

the positions of the followers of “uncritical” political movements such as 

Marxism.  

6. Kritisierbarkeit and Gegenstand 

 

Popper’s opposition to neo-positivism resulted from what he believed was 

Wittgenstein’s unsatisfactory demarcation criterion which did not distinguish 

between natural laws and metaphysical pseudo-statements.151

                                                 
149 Popper, K. “Gewohnheit” und “Gesetzerlebnis” in der Erziehung. Eine 

pädagogischstrukturpsychologische Monographie, Hausarbeit, Pädagogisches Institut der Stadt 
Wien. Popper Archives, 12.11 (1927b), 7. Also in; Popper, K. Frühe Schriften, (2006a), p. 83. 

 In Die beiden 

Grundprobleme Popper took Wittgenstein’s statement that “The totality of true 

propositions is the whole of natural science”, to have expressed a concept of 

“natural science” that has nothing to do with natural sciences as they are practiced 

150 Wettersten, J. “New Insights on Young Popper”, in Journal of the History of Ideas. Vol. 66, 
No. 4, (2005), pp. 603-631. 

151 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 313. 
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in reality.152 Popper’s work at the Psychology Institute in Vienna led him toward 

opposing Wittgenstein’s conception of “natural science”. Popper developed from 

the teaching and experiments of Bühler and Lorenz an understanding of scientific 

propositions based upon childhood theories of learning, of which Petersen 

referred to as part of a “Popperian Psychology” fundamentally different from 

Wittgensteins.153 Thus for Popper: “There is no pure observation. All observation 

is theory laden, because all language, including observational speech is theory 

laden”.154

 Wittgenstein’s critique of language however, held that such universal 

empirical statement were “pseudo-statements”, and thus excluded from scientific 

statements.

 Popper went on to explain that the theory that language is 

“impregniert”, is not testable and therefore metaphysical. For Popper there are 

metaphysical elements in all languages including scientific languages that reflect 

the way scientific propositions as well as linguistic communication in general use 

universals which implies the existence of natural laws. 

155 By rendering universal empirical statements as “pseudo-

statements”, thus misunderstanding the fundamental features of scientific 

propositions, Popper thought that Wittgenstein left the problem of demarcation 

between science and non-science ambiguous.156

                                                 
152 See: Wittgenstein, L. Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, 1918/1922: Proposition 4.11. Also see: 

Popper, K. (2009), pp. 312-313. 

 For Popper there are 

metaphysical elements in human language which constitute the universal 

empirical statements as distinguished from scientific statements. What 

153 For an indepth discussion on a reconstruction of Popper’s “Gewöhnungstheorie” see: Petersen, 
A. F. “Popper’s Gewöhnungstheorie Assembled and Faced with other Theories of Learning,” in 
An. Inst. De Ist. “G. Bariţ” din Cluj-Napoca, Series Humanistica, Vol. VI. (2008), pp. 264-287. 

154 “Es gibt keine reine Beobachtung. Alle Bobachtung ist von Theorien “impregniert”, weil alle 
Sprachen, einschliesslich Beobachtungssprachen, von Theorien impregniert sind”. Letter of 
Correspondence. Popper to Victor Kraft. 9 June 1967. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box: 3.16, 24 
Victor Kraft 1945-74. 

155 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 314. 
156 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 314. 
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distinguishes science from other uses of language is the scientist’s attempts to test 

or at least criticise the statements that he uses.157

Now we can come to the most important Kantian feature of Popper’s early 

philosophy, that is, the idea of “criticisability” or Kritisierbarkeit. The notion of 

criticisability is the most important element for any occasion in which we 

systematically want to know more about something. This, along with the idea of 

an “intellectual intuition” driving the unknowable logic of discovery, which he 

would latter develop in the Logik, provide the constants in Popper’s philosophy. 

The idea of an “intellectual intuition” driving the creative process is not 

systematically treated in Popper’s works (however it is mentioned on occasion in 

passing, for instance in The Open Society).

  

158

The universal importance of the notion of criticisability, places Popper at 

odds with the neo-positivist emphasis on the notion of “proof” as constituting the 

ultimate criterion for acceptability. For Popper the possibility of proof or 

Prüfbarkeit remains exceedingly important, however it must be seen within the 

context of a special kind of criticisability (ein Spezialfall der Kritisierbarkeit).

 However, the ethical and social 

conditions which can best take advantage of such intuitions are a constant feature 

of Popper’s ethical and social thought.  

159

                                                 
157 Letter of Correspondence. Popper to Victor Kraft. 9 June 1967. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box: 

3.16, 24 Victor Kraft 1945-74. 

 

To put the problem of proof within the broader context of Popper’s falsificationist 

philosophy of science it is useful to refer to an interesting exegetical account by 

158 For the notion of intellectual or creative intuitions in Popper’s writing see; Popper, K. The 
Open Society and Its Enemies. Vol. 2, The High Tide of Prophecy: Hegel, Marx, and the 
Aftermath. London and New York; Routledge, (1945, 1962), p. 15. Also see: Popper, K. The 
Logic of Scientific Discovery, [1959], (1968), p. 8. 

159 Letter of Correspondence. Popper to Victor Kraft. 9 June 1967. Popper Archive 3.16, 24 Victor 
Kraft 1945-74. Also see; Popper, K. Conjectures and Refutations: The Growth of Scientific 
Knowledge. London: Routledge, (1963, 1989), pp. 193-200.  



 102 

Nimrod Bar-Am. Bar-Am described how Popper presented logic as a theory of 

refutation.160

…a refutation is a valid inference with putatively true premises which are 
discovered to be putatively false due to the discovery that they entail a 
putatively false conclusion. A sound inference, on the other hand, is a valid 
inference with premises that are all putatively true (hence its conclusion must 
also be recognized as putatively true)…a proof is a certain collection of 
inferences that, when taken together, show that a certain sentence is “true, for 
all times,” regardless of the truth of its premises.

 Bar-Am states that for Popper:  

161

 
  

If we attempt to assimilate Popper’s understanding of proof as presented by Bar-

Am to Popper’s understanding of the functions of human language, such proofs 

may be seen as only directly concerning themselves with the so called 

“descriptive function” of human language in relation to a truth-falsity criterion. 

This understanding of the limited function of proof within human language can 

help us to make greater sense of Popper’s distinction between proof and sound 

inference.  

 Popper’s theorising upon proof and sound inference was undertaken with a 

view to refuting scientific hypotheses in mind and only indirectly pertained to the 

non-scientific theories that characterised Popper’s writings exemplified in such 

works as The Poverty, The Open Society, and Objective Knowledge. Popper’s 

understanding of proof and sound inference pertained indirectly to the above 

mentioned works as they maintained their role in demarcating scientific theories 

from non-scientific theories, so that it is nonetheless imperative that non-testable 

or irrefutable theories are to be understood as non-scientific, rather than having 

the pretence of being scientific. Theories in the humanities, Popper argued, 

originate in moral decisions or a kind of fallible intuition that are argued without 

the benefit of a putatively true premise from which one can make a valid 
                                                 

160 For Bar-Am’s insightful discussion on the distinction between proof and sound inference in 
Popper’s thought see: Bar-Am, N. “Proof versus Sound Inference”, in Rethinking Popper, 
Cohen R. S., and Z. Parusniková Eds. Springer Verlag (Boston Studies in the Philosophy of 
Science), Vol. 272, (2009) p. 64. 

161 Bar-Am, N. “Proof versus Sound Inference”, (2009), p. 64. 
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inference. Thus, there is no longer the possibility of making a sound inference let 

alone proving such a theory. It is at this point that we need to see the problems of 

proof and sound inference within Popper’s broader understanding of criticisability 

or Kritisierbarkeit. It will be seen that even though Popper would maintain a 

philosophy of science in which his stances on sound inference and proof would 

remain constant, his broader understanding of criticisability and arguability would 

change enabling rational argumentation to go beyond hypotheses that we have 

sound inferences and proofs for, to include the ability to rationally argue about 

metaphysical and moral questions.    

An easy confusion of the way in which the notion of Kritisierbarkeit 

operates in all of Popper’s thought is understandable. Popper stated in a letter to 

Victor Kraft in 1967 that the majority of his work on Kritisierbarkeit was either as 

yet unpublished or unfinished.162 It is through glimpses into such letters as well as 

through his posthumously published or as yet unpublished works that we can 

piece together the methodological and epistemological implication of the notion 

of Kritisierbarkeit for his thought as a whole. Discovering the implications of 

Popper’s understanding of Kritisierbarkeit is progressively revealed as the central 

task of the revision of Popper’s thought that this study provides. The central 

Kantian distinction on which a revised interpretation of Popper’s work must 

depend is that between “immanenter und transzendenter Kritik”.163

For Popper, all criticism whether immanent or transcendental is fallible 

(fehlbar), the only infallible (unfehlbar) mode of knowledge, which can be said to 

 Unfortunately, 

this distinction, central as it is to the methodology of Popper’s writing, is not 

theoretically dealt with in his major texts.  

                                                 
162 Letter of Correspondence. Popper to Victor Kraft. 9 June 1967. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 

3.16, 24 Victor Kraft 1945-74. 
163 Letter of Correspondence. Popper to Victor Kraft. 9 June 1967. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 

3.16, 24 Victor Kraft 1945-74. 
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be decisive (entscheidend) are the formal disciplines such as mathematics and 

logic.164 This unfehlbar mode of knowledge is infallible only in regards to the 

truth function that a given proposition holds, which is tautologically presupposed 

in its initial conditions or axioms. This truth function applies only at the 

descriptive level through a correspondence theory. If one is to accept this it 

cannot, however, also pertain to the argumentative function. For instance the 

Correspondence Theory does not provide a decidability criterion for the 

acceptance of one proposition which is validated by a truth function at the 

descriptive level of language which is held against another equally true 

proposition. We then return to a state of criticism and of fallibility, or what Isaiah 

Berlin would refer to as the incommensurability thesis of value pluralism.165

As we cannot, in the non-formal disciplines, hold a decidability criterion 

either from an immanent or transcendental standpoint, it does not mean that for 

such arguments that we avoid the task of promoting one proposition over another 

in favour of a relativism of equally valid or invalid statements. The critical search 

for the invariant truth of the matter cannot be abandoned for want of a rational 

objective criterion of decidability. The way Popper understood this dilemma, 

would have drastic epistemological and methodological implications for all the 

positive arguments developed in his later work on social theory. Such later works 

on social theory could only progress analogously, in ways that Popper himself 

said could not be taken too seriously. This rather melancholic circumstance 

derives from the Kantian foundations of Popper’s methodological thinking. This 

Kantian foundation is expressed most succinctly in a letter to Victor Kraft as 

follows: “Aber wenn wir nichtentscheidende immanente und transzendente 

  

                                                 
164 Letter of Correspondence. Popper to Victor Kraft. 9 June 1967. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 

3.16, 24 Victor Kraft 1945-74. 
165 Berlin, I. Liberty, Henry Hardy Ed. Oxford and New York: Oxford University Press. 2002. 

(2002), p. 213. 
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Kritiken zulassen, dann kann man jede transzendente Kritik in eine 

(nichtentscheidende) immanente Kritik logisch überführen”.166

The logical process by which a movement from a transcendental critique 

to an undecidable immanent theory entails is described by what has been referred 

to as the Überbrückungs problem or the problem of finding bridge principles. 

According to Hans Albert, Max Weber’s conception of rationality made it 

possible for a cognitive criticism to be brought to bear upon value convictions.

 In other words 

Popper argued that if we have undecidable immanent and transcendental critiques, 

then every transcendental critique can be logically turned into an undecidable 

immanent theory.  

167 

According to Albert this is done via a “bridge principle” which is “a maxim to 

bridge the gap between ethics and science – that has the function of rendering 

scientific criticism to normative statements possible”.168

                                                 
166 Letter of Correspondence. Popper to Victor Kraft. 9 June 1967. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 

3.16, 24 Victor Kraft 1945-74. 

 This process reveals a 

cental feature of critical rationalism that was shared by both Albert and Popper. A 

bridge principle describes the process by which Popper was able to take a theory 

from one field that may well have been proved in the case of mathematics or 

shown to be a sound principle in the case of other scientific disciplines to be 

directed towards criticising a non-scientific or moral argument. In this case the 

theory directed towards criticising a non-scientific or moral argument, does not 

constitute a proof or a sound inference but is a necessary and unavoidable part of 

moral arguments. Popper’s later moral arguments in which he drew support for 

167 See: Albert, H. Treatise on Critical Reason. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 
(1985), p. 98. Also see: Zeman, V. “Karl Popper and Hans Albert – The Broad Scope of 
Critical Rationalism”, in Cohen, R. S., and Z. Parusniková (eds.) Rethinking Popper, (Boston 
Studies in the Philosophy of Science), Springer Science, 20 (2009), p. 94. 

168 See: Albert, H. Treatise on Critical Reason, (1985), p. 98. Also see: Zeman, V. “Karl Popper 
and Hans Albert – The Broad Scope of Critical Rationalism”, (2009), p. 94. 
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his criticisms from an array of scientific inferences - sound or otherwise - is 

owing to changes in his understanding of arguability and criticisability.     

This obscure passage in a correspondence is derived from an unlikely 

argument in Kant, but perhaps, not an entirely surprising one. This statement is 

based upon a theological argument that concludes Section II of the 

Transcendental Doctrine of Method in the Critique of Pure Reason. Kant argued 

here that:  

Moral theology is, therefore, only of immanent use. It teaches us to fulfil our 
destiny here in the world, by placing ourselves in harmony with the general 
system of ends, and warns us against the fanaticism, nay, the crime of 
depriving reason of its legislative authority in the moral conduct of life, for 
the purpose of directly connecting this authority with the idea of the Supreme 
Being. For this would be, not an immanent, but a transcendent use of moral 
theology, and, like the transcendent use of mere speculation, would 
inevitably pervert and frustrate the ultimate ends of reason.169

 
 

Popper’s scientifically minded reading of Kant replaces a theological Supreme 

Being with an undefined scientific ideal, represented by the ideal scientist.170 For 

Popper, Einstein represented the ideal scientist for submitting his theory of 

gravitation to the outcomes of the experimental results of the 1919 Eddington 

eclipse expedition.171

                                                 
169 Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, §Transcendental Doctrine of Method, Ch. 2, Section III: 

Opinion, Knowledge and Belief, (A820/B848), (1993 Meiklejohn Translation), p. 526. Also see: 
Kant, I. Kritik der reinen Vernunft, §II Transscendentale Methodenlehre, Zweites Hauptstück, 
Dritter Abschnitt. Vom Meinen, Wissen und Glauben. 1787, p. 640. “Die Moraltheologie ist 
also nur von immanentem Gebrauche, nämlich unsere Bestimmung hier in der Welt zu erfühlen, 
indem wir in das System aller Zwecke passen, und nicht schwärmerisch oder wohl gar frevelhaft 
den Leitfaden einer moralisch gesetzgebenden Vernuft im guten Lebenswandel zu verlassen, um 
ihn unmittelbar an die Idee des höchsten Wesens zu knüpfen, welches einen transscendenten 
Gebrauch geben würde, aber eben so wie der der bloßen Spekulation die letzten Zwecke der 
Vernunft verkehren und vereiteln muß.”  

 However, if we remove the moral and theological 

terminology of Kant’s argument we are left with essentially the same logical 

argument found in the above passage of the letter to Victor Kraft and that is 

170 Stokes has previously referred to Popper’s view of science as being primarily a normative ideal 
as it did not take into account the negative implications for democratic decision-making which 
results from the alliance between science and technocratic values. See: Stokes, G. Popper, 
(1998), p. 155. 

171 Miller, D. Out of Error, (2006), p. 52. 
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developed in Die beiden Grundprobleme.172 The relation between immanent and 

transcendent uses of reason, particularly the rightful use of the immanent in 

regard to Kant’s “Moral theology”, is identical to Popper’s understanding of 

immanence in relation to a theory’s potential falsifiability within a given 

discipline, as well as a theory’s transcendental unfalsifiabiliy when analogously 

used in another discipline. Kant’s phrase “the transcendent use of mere 

speculation, would inevitably pervert and frustrate the ultimate ends of reason”, 

mirrors Popper’s understanding of dogmatically accepting irrefutable theories as 

true as being unreasonable and morally dangerous.173

Popper wrote the above mentioned letter in 1967, years after Die beiden 

Grundprobleme, and it reveals his changed position. In Die beiden 

Grundprobleme, Popper was of the opinion that although this type of 

transcendental criticism occurred it should never be allowed to play a part in an 

epistemological debate due to its (nichtentscheidend) character.

   

174

                                                 
172 The arguments that can be seen to be derived from Popper’s reading of this passage of the 

Transcendental Doctrine of Method are in: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der 
Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), pp. 29-32, 42-81. 

 However, this 

letter reveals that although Popper maintained the same epistemological stance on 

the ability of such criticisms to increase our knowledge, he nonetheless came to a 

greater appreciation of the value and need for such criticism as we very often have 

no other alternatives. It is most likely that Popper’s systematic attempt to criticise 

political arguments in The Poverty and The Open Society gave him a greater 

practical appreciation of the need for such transcendental methods. However, 

along with Kant he maintained a concern for the risk of perverting reason which 

explains the epistemological cautions that he prefaced his arguments in the 

173 Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, §Transcendental Doctrine of Method, Ch. 2, Section III: 
Opinion, Knowledge and Belief, (A820/B848), (1993 Meiklejohn Translation), p. 526. Also see: 
Kant, I. Kritik der reinen Vernunft, §II Transscendentale Methodenlehre, Zweites Hauptstück, 
Dritter Abschnitt. Vom Meinen, Wissen und Glauben. 1787, p. 640. 

174 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 57. Also 
see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 53. 
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humanities with as relying on this understanding of the transcendental method. It 

suffices here to say that Popper’s change of opinion concerning the logical 

possibility of turning transcendental critiques into undecidable or irrefutable 

immanent critiques and the practical benefits of such a method of argumentation 

was a pivotal moment in the development of his thought. In this respect we can 

see that along with what may be regarded as Popper’s early “revision” of Kant in 

Die beiden Grundprobleme, he later revised his own arguments though a process 

of distinguishing and exploring the relationship between the limits of rational 

arguability and the limits of science.175

In Conjectures and Refutations Popper further developed his “criterion of 

refutability”. As there are statements that are both logically (or analytically) and 

empirically (or synthetically) irrefutable, for example all philosophical theories; 

how is it possible to distinguish whether they are true or false?

   

176

                                                 
175 Shearmur, J. “Critical Rationalism and Ethics”, (2009), p. 345. Also see: Popper, K. Objective 

Knowledge, (1972), p. 40, Note 9. 

 Popper sought 

an answer in regard to the possibility of criticising these theories in relation to the 

problem situation in which they have arisen. It is through this method that his 

criticisms of “closed” societies in The Open Society was based. Based on such 

criticisms we can tentatively proceed to replace such theories with positive ones. 

The truth of such theories extends only so far as it is a negation of the criticism 

levelled against the theory preceding it. As the formal development of the new 

theory relies on an analogous extension from an existing refutable or irrefutable 

theory, the theory can be corroborated only insofar as the empirical conditions 

that it seeks to describe do not conflict with the transcendental or metaphysical 

components of this description. In this way Popper developed all his later social 

and political theories that reflect the method he attempted to describe to Victor 

176 Popper, K. Conjectures and Refutations, (1963a), pp. 195-197. 
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Kraft by which: “jede transzendente Kritik in eine (nichtentscheidende) 

immanente Kritik logisch überführen”.177

This passage from the letter to Kraft is crucial to our understanding of the 

Kantian elements of Popper’s thought. However, in order to move towards an 

understanding of how Popper’s political thought developed from his 

falsificationist principle we need to introduce a further concept: Gegenstand. This 

term which is used to mean “object”, translates more accurately as “stands-

against”. It appears rarely in Popper’s early work, yet its use in Die beiden 

Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie must be taken into consideration when 

talking about Popper’s objectivism.

 

178 For Popper, following the neo-Kantians the 

object (Gegenstand) of our knowledge (Erkenntnis) is never given, it remains an 

unknown X.179

Years later Popper would take up this underpinning position for his 

epistemology in a return to ontology in Universals, Dispositions, and Natural or 

Physical Necessity which appeared as “Appendix *X”, to The Logic of Scientific 

 As the object is never given we deploy transcendental universals 

when speaking of the object. Popper’s objective approach is thus to study what 

stands against the subject. It is in this way that we ought to read into Popper’s use 

of analogy in the articulation of his thought. We cannot know the object of the 

system under investigation but we can know it through studying what stands 

against the object.  

                                                 
177 Letter of Correspondence. Popper to Victor Kraft. 9 June 1967. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 

3.16, 24 Victor Kraft 1945-74. 
178 Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 100.  
179 Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 100. Popper’s lack of 

an ontology of the individual or person, as well as his later inability to broadly treat certain 
intellectual fields in the humanities to his epistemological satisfaction is a result of his Kantian 
understainding of Erkenntnis and its relationship to the subject. The subject or das 
“bestimmende Selbst” for Kant ist rein für sich kein Gegenstand der Erkenntnis. See: Eisler, R. 
Kant-Lexikon, (2002), p. 514. In other words, knowledge in the subjective sense such as 
intuitive understanding, as Popper would have it, lies beyond the scope of Erkenntnistheorie.   

http://www.textlog.de/rudolf-eisler.html�
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Discovery (1959).180 Here he argued that not only do the more abstract 

explanatory theories transcend experience, but even the most ordinary singular 

statements transcend experience. This is upheld as even ordinary singular 

statements are always “interpretations of ‘the facts’ in the light of theories”.181 

Furthermore, this argument holds for “the facts” themselves as they contain 

universals, and universals for Popper always entail “law-like” behaviour.182 As 

every law is understood to transcend experience, meaning that it is not verifiable, 

so too must every predicate expressing law-like behaviour transcend experience 

also.183 As these universals transcend experience they are for us undefinable.184 

From such a standpoint, Popper is in opposition with Rudolf Carnap, due to the 

latter’s belief that it is possible to “constitute” any true universal term in purely 

experiential or observational terms.185 From this we can gather the Kantian 

importance for two of the most important, yet often unappreciated features that 

have influenced the entirety of Popper’s thought, that is, his understanding of 

theories and the importance of discovering universals in all modes of human 

inquiry. For Popper even the cells of an organism are considered to be embodied 

theories as the evolutionary success of a cell or organism is likened to a 

conjecture which has so far withstood successfully the severe attempts by the 

environment to refute it.186

                                                 
180 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, (1959), pp. 440-463. 

  

181 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, (1959), p. 444. 
182 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, (1959), p. 444. 
183 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, (1959), p. 444. 
184 These undefined partly transcendental universals can be defined through the use of other non-

experiential universals. Popper gave the example of the universal ‘water’ which can be defined 
as ‘a compound of two atoms of hydrogen and one of oxygen’. See: Popper, K. The Logic of 
Scientific Discovery, (1959), p. 424. 

185 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, (1959), p. 444. 
186 For a discussion on Popper’s “Philosophical Darwinism” see: Munz, P. Philosophical 

Darwinism: on the origin of knowledge by means of natural selection, [1993] London: 
Routledge, (2001) pp. 151-160. 
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This is the conclusion that Popper drew as a result of his continuation of 

Kant’s refutation of Lockean empiricism. We have no choice, Popper argued, in 

accepting transcendent universal laws as there is no such thing as “pure 

experience”, but only experience interpreted in the light of expectations or 

theories which are themselves “transcendent”. Popper concludes in the Logik that 

it is because of this transcendence that scientific laws or theories are non-

verifiable, and that testability or refutability is the only thing that distinguishes 

them, in general, from metaphysical theories.187 We can see that in Popper’s 

epistemology our conjectural knowledge grows according to the method of 

conjecture and refutation maintained by the Vienna Circle’s Kantian 

observational-theoretical distinction.188

 

 Unlike the Vienna Circle however, 

Popper held a view more similar to the analytical tradition of the Lvov-Warsaw 

School in understanding that our scientific theories and our empirical or 

commonsense knowledge of the world cannot avoid metaphysics or non-testable 

elements.  

7. The Theory of Knowledge and the Psychology of Knowledge 

 

The problems surrounding Popper’s understanding of truth discussed in 

Chapter Four can also be seen to have their origins in his revision of Kant a few 

years before he encountered Tarski’s thought. This section provides the 

theoretical setting within Popper’s revision of Kant in which we find the 

                                                 
187 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, (1959), p. 445. 
188 Interesting work on the extent to which we ought not to view members of the Vienna Circle as 

being positivist due to the more complex Kantian and Realist aspects of Schlick’s thought see: 
Heidelberger, M. “Kantianism and Realism: Alois Riehl (and Moritz Schlink)”, in Friedman, 
M., and A. Nordmann. The Kantian legacy in Nineteenth – Century Science, Cambridge: MIT 
Press, (2006), pp. 227-247. However, Popper in Die beiden Grundprobleme constantly referred 
to the members of this Circle as being positivists.  
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beginnings of Popper’s problematic theorisation of the concept of truth that would 

have profound consequences for his later critical rationalism. Thus it is necessary 

to bring this discussion back to its origins in Die beiden Grundprobleme. The 

term “revision of Kant” may seem pretentious and problematic. Nonetheless, in 

effect this is what the ambitious young Popper set out to achieve, which was 

nothing less than an overhaul of Kant in light of recent developments in the 

various scientific fields. 

 In a letter to Julius Kraft dated 26th May 1933 in relation to the 

manuscript of Die beiden Grundprobleme (which would be published in a 

drastically reduced form as his Logik der Forschung), Popper stated that what he 

provided was one possible solution to the problem of synthetic a priori 

judgements. Despite the self-assured and purposeful language of Die beiden 

Grundprobleme, privately he admitted to his friend Julius Kraft that he was not 

prepared to claim “hier ist die Lösung!”189 In Chapter Five of Die beiden 

Grundprobleme Popper appears unusually unclear and unconvincing in his 

discussion of truth. The rest of this book exhibits a firm, assertive voice of a 

young man looking to make his mark. However, this discussion of truth appears 

in a chapter that Popper called a “digression” from the analysis of the problem of 

induction in Book One.190

                                                 
189 See letter of correspondence from Popper to Julius Kraft, 26th May 1933. Karl-Popper-

Sammlung. Box 312-23. 

 In this “digression” Popper used unusual rhetorical 

techniques to forward his argument. The “digression” developed into a peculiar 

Socratic-like dialogue between an idealised Sceptic and an epistemological 

optimist. This was stylistically at odds with the rest of the book and radically 

different from the conventional way in which the scientifically minded Kantians 

and positivists at that time in Vienna wrote. It is not a dialogue in a strict sense, 

190 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 87. Also 
see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 81. 
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but one voice seems to posit a sceptical philosophy only for another rather 

Wittgensteinian voice to refute this position without a firm resolution to the 

problem of truth.191

It is almost that by revising Kant that Popper then places the unconvincing 

aspects of his revision of the problem of synthetic a priori judgements upon the 

problem of truth. The central problematic aspect of Popper’s revision of Kant 

begins with Popper’s distinguishing of the theory of knowledge from the 

psychology of knowledge. Popper then begins to treat Kant’s conclusion to the 

transcendental deduction which states: “The possibility of experience in general is 

therefore at the same time the universal law of nature, and the principles of 

experience are the very laws of nature”.

  

192

First possibility: our knowledge is determined by its object. 

 Popper stated that Kant required 

further explanation of the agreement of knowledge with its object. The possible 

choices of explanation as stated by Popper were:   

Second possibility: the object is determined by our knowledge. 
A middle course: we have knowledge as an (inborn) disposition that is 
preformed such that it agrees with its object.193

 
  

The only option that Kant believed was open was the second possibility 

resulting in the thesis of transcendental idealism. Popper then reformulates Kant’s 

“completely unacceptable” epistemological question as a “psychological” or 

“genetic-biological” question: “How can the agreement of the (subjective) 

conditions of our cognitive apparatus – of the laws governing the functioning of 

                                                 
191 I contend that there is something of the ghost of Popper’s late night debates with Julius Kraft 

over the content of this chaper that perhaps unconsciously appears in the form of a stalemate in 
regards to the problem of scepticism. For an example of this dialogue see: Popper, K. The Two 
Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), pp. 98-100. 

192 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 89. Also 
see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 83. 

193 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 90. Also 
see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 84. 
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our mind – with the (objective) conditions of our environment be explained?”194 

At this point Popper introduces his knowledge in the field of cognitive 

psychology from his early experience at the Psychological Intsitute. One can 

sense the presence of Külpe, Bühler and Selz even though they are not mentioned 

by name. By relocating Kant’s question from the theory of knowledge to the 

psychology of knowledge Popper was able to avoid the separate and incompatible 

analytical choices that Kant faced and that led him to a position of idealism. By 

this Popper believed that he had answered the question concerning the “strange 

agreement” between our intellect and our properties of the environment by 

reducing it to a more general biological question of adaptation.195 Thus the a 

priori in the field of epistemology is “analogously” understood in the psychology 

of knowledge as the “preconditions of all adaptation”.196

 In summary, Popper treated Kant’s problem of the possibility of the 

agreement of knowledge with its object by separating the theory of knowledge 

from the psychology of knowledge. He then treated the problem according to 

theoretical knowledge in the field of cognitive psychology and thereby came up 

with an alternative explanation that was analogous to Kant’s. Finally, Popper 

returned to Kant’s epistemological setting demonstrating that a different choice of 

explanation could be gained. However, there remains a greater problem here, by 

separating the fields of knowledge between epistemology and biology or 

 In this way Popper could 

provide an alternative explanation based upon biological adaptation to the three 

alternatives mentioned above that Kant gave that “implies a decision in favour of 

the “middle course”, yet not “unbridgeable” with the other two positions. 

                                                 
194 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 94. Also 

see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 87. 
195 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 95. Also 

see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 88. 
196 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 95. Also 

see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 88. 
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psychology, and by bringing knowledge from the latter to analogously argue for a 

preferred realist position in the former. Popper was in fact using a transcendental 

argument according to his description of the transcendental method. He was 

aware of this problem at the time and questioned whether one can “really derive 

epistemological conclusions from this biological hypothesis?”197

It is at this point that Popper’s discussion breaks down. There is an abrupt 

end to Popper’s discussion of truth, which is followed by a digression on the a 

priori that ends on a note that may well be catastrophic for Popper’s claim to have 

revised or updated Kant. This potentially catastrophic argument is as follows:  

   

If the idea of anthropomorphism (which, of course, was originally a 
biological idea) is at all applicable to the field of methodology and 
epistemology, then it can be applied only with the aid of the concept of 
approximation and that of the incompletability of our empirical knowledge. 
The former only derives its full import from the discovery of the latter, as 
well as positively complementing the discovery itself.198

 
 

 This use of a biological thesis which can only be applied to the field of 

methodology or epistemology in an approximate way is reflective of Popper’s use 

of the transcendental method. This “approximation” is reflective of his 

understanding of the epistemological limitations of such an argument which 

mirrors his statements on the undecidable immanent and transcendental critiques 

in above mentioned letter to Victor Kraft dated 9th June 1967.199

                                                 
197 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 97. Also 

see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 90. 

 From this 

“approximation” statement and the Victor Kraft letter alongside his admission that 

he provided only one possible solution rather than the solution we can see that 

Popper was aware of the philosophical and imprecise nature of his argument. As a 

result the crucial step enabling an alternative biological explanation necessary to 

198 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 109. Also 
see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 100. 

199 Letter of Correspondence. Popper to Victor Kraft. 9 June 1967. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 
3.16, 24 Victor Kraft 1945-74. 
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overcome Kant’s unsatisfactory concessions to rationalism by providing an 

alternative position on the validity of synthetic a priori judgements within human 

knowledge is grounded upon a problematic transcendental criticism rather than 

secure analytical or empirical proof. Whether the ground for validation of 

Popper’s revision of Kant being located in the non-testable depths of 

transcendental support is really catastrophic I leave open for other scholars to 

decide. Perhaps the belief in the revision of Kant, a significant moment in the 

history of world philosophy was enough to drive his later philosophical 

achievements. After the above “approximation” quotation which attempted to 

justify his use of biological arguments in his revision of Kant in Die beiden 

Grundprobleme, the discussion once again breaks down into a kind of poetic 

resignation. The discussion turns towards fragments of Xenophanes that 

reinforces a sceptical tone as well as a philosophical scepticism regarding our 

knowledge of natural laws.200

 The discussion of the problem of truth in Chapter Five of Die beiden 

Grundprobleme led to the “limited scepticism” which avoids the contradictory 

nature of the strict sceptical position according to Wittgenstein.

 Following this, the discussion once again breaks off 

and is redirected towards a discussion of Fries. The incoherence of Popper’s 

argumentative structure in the later part of Chapter Five on Kant and Fries of Die 

beiden Grundprobleme is symptomatic of the approximate and highly speculative 

nature of the philosophical problem that he set himself in this work. 

201

                                                 
200 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), pp. 109-115. 

Also see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 100-106. 

 Julius Kraft 

also argued that it implied that we should give up the idea of objective truth, 

which Popper could not respond to until he came across Tarski’s “clarification of 

201 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 100. Also 
see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 92. Also see: 
Wittgenstein, Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus (1918/1922), Proposition 6.51. 
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the correspondence theory of truth”.202 It was this discussion that grounds for 

Popper’s revision of Kant as a viable solution appeared to give way. The 

discussions that follow this as well as Popper’s correspondence with Kraft 

mentioned above seem to indicate that however innovative and important Popper 

was as a philosopher, there were fundamental problems in his positions and for 

his critical philosophy as a whole. For one thing there was a big hole where 

“truth” should be, which made the prospect of validating his other arguments in a 

coherent way difficult. Would Popper’s revision of Kant have to be content with 

being an “approximation” to the truth?203

What is true is absolute and in-itself (an sich) true; the truth is universally 
identifiable whether by humans or subhumans, angels or gods”. However the 
moment when we aim to give a precise definition of truth for a theory of 
knowledge we are confronted with the danger of relativism.

 We can see in Von Husserl zu 

Heidegger the extent to which the work of Julius Kraft framed Popper’s life long 

preoccupation with the problem of truth. Kraft refers to the problem that Husserl 

faced in his attempt at restituting the scientific character of philosophy: 

204

 
 

Popper’s problem was that, like Husserl and for that matter the philosophers of 

the Vienna Circle, he believed in the scientific character of philosophy which 

would require the concept of truth to be held “in the idea of cognition in its 

strictest sense” (im Begriff der Erkenntnis im strengen Sinne).205

                                                 
202 Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), p. 18. 

 However, 

Popper held the view throughout his life that is presented in the first sentence in 

the quoted passage above, namely that truth is absolute, whether for men or the 

gods. Popper knew that he needed a precise definition of truth for a scientific 

203 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 109. Also 
see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 100. 

204 “Was wahr ist, ist absolut, ist ‘an sich’ wahr; die Wahrheit ist identisch Eins, ob sie Menschen 
oder Unmenschen, Engel oder Götter urteilend erfassen.” Da aber das Moment der Wahrheit 
“im Begriff der Erkenntnis im strengen Sinne liegt”, hebt sich der allgemeine Relativismus 
auf…”Kraft, J. Von Husserl zu Heidegger, Frankfurt: Öffentliches Leben, (1957), p. 16. 

205 Kraft, J. Von Husserl zu Heidegger, (1957), p. 16. 
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philosophy, yet this could not be at the expense of the absolute conception of 

truth. Popper could not conceive of such a synthesis at the time of Die beiden 

Grundprobleme or even at the time of the Logik.  

 It was through Alfred Tarski that Popper convinced himself that a 

nominal definition of truth could be held without abandoning an understanding of 

truth that ist absolut. This argument is supported by Popper holding a 

correspondence theory of truth inspired by the work of Tarski as well as an 

understanding of Absolute truth by the time of Conjectures and Refutations. We 

can see that late in life Popper came back to this central early problem of truth 

which caused him so much trouble in Die beiden Grundprobleme. By the time of 

his late lecture The Place of Mind in Nature (1982) Popper was convinced that it 

was possible to speak of an objective scientific theory of truth which is at the 

same time absolute.206

It may be the case that Popper was hiding problems with the definition of 

truth in his philosophy behind logical obscurities. This problem of truth in 

Popper’s philosophy may be the result of an early relativism that Kraft warns 

against, and that was part of the package of accepting aspects of Kant’s 

 By laying down a nominalist definition for an imminent 

use of reason, Tarski’s work on truth can be seen as instrumental for accepting an 

objective scientific theory of truth. The fact that it does not relate to the 

transcendental is evident by its lack of relevance in a field external to its original 

setting of formal logic. Despite this, it remained important for Popper as it 

showed that something akin to Tarski’s normal definition could be achieved in 

other fields, but that we have not yet been able to achieve this. The next chapter of 

this thesis deals with this problem in greater depth, for now it suffices to show the 

importance of Julius Kraft for Popper’s understanding of truth. 

                                                 
206 Popper, K. “The Place of Mind in Nature”, (1982), pp. 32-33. 
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philosophy, namely empiricism without positivism.207 The relativist position was 

for Popper at least morally objectionable if not epistemologically inadequate. 

Even though Popper disassociated himself from relativism throughout his life 

there remained a sympathy towards scepticism which later developed into a kind 

of classical scepticism that was nonetheless capable of speaking of truth and 

objectivity. It is as if Popper is speaking in the language of Objekt, yet still 

thinking in the old neo-Kantian language of Gegenstand.208

 

  

8. Conclusion  

 

I have argued in this chapter that Popper’s methodological thought can 

indeed be characterised as Kantian, but of a heavily revised sort. His Kantianism 

was derived from a variety of sources, not least among them the thought of the 

Vienna Circle. It can also be seen that his inclusion of metaphysics aligns him 

epistemologically closer to the analytic school of the Varsovians with whom he 

had fewer disagreements, rather than the Viennese neo-positivists. We can see 

that Popper’s Kantianism was revised in light of a synthesis of Kant and Darwin 

by Lorenz, which would require a revision of Kant in line with evolutionism, 

effectively bringing the Kantian aspects of Popper’s philosophy closer to his 

Aristotelian doctrines. As Popper saw it, if he did not keep to the letter of Kant it 

was precisely because he was keeping to the spirit of Kant. In relation to humans, 

our linguistic capacities characterise the way we solve problems, and this is 

fundamental in situating human activity within an emergent context.  

                                                 
207 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 102. Also 

see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 94. Also see: 
Kraft, J. (1957), p. 16. 

208 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 108. Also 
see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 99. 
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Through the work of his supervisor Bühler, Popper had access to an 

emergent theory of language function which was compatible with his revised and 

evolutionised Kantianism and from which he could approach problems of 

language and knowledge from a different perspective to that of the neo-positivists.  

With the admission of intuitional understanding of reality, the problem arises of 

the way the objectivity of rational criticism can refute or over-ride the intuitively 

based intellectual feeling or understanding that has not been objectively 

corroborated. The next chapter explores the uneasy status that subjective, 

intuitional or moral knowledge had within Popper’s objective theory of 

knowledge. Did Popper successfully combine an “intuitive understanding of 

reality” with the “objectivity” of “rational criticism” for a “theory of 

understanding”? 209

 

  Was his use in Objective Knowledge of the phrase a “theory 

of understanding” as opposed to a “theory of knowledge” an indication of a 

tension in his thought? It is to a consideration of these questions that the following 

chapters turn, beginning in Chapter Four with Popper’s work on logic and truth. 

 
 
 
 
  

                                                 
209 Popper, K. (1972), p. 190. 
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Chapter Four 

Truth and The Open Society  
 
 

Introduction 
 

This chapter re-examines the role of truth in Popper’s political and social 

philosophy.1

This chapter provides the groundwork for Chapter Six which investigates 

Popper’s nominalistic interpretation of essentialism which would not have been 

 Through Popper’s understanding of the problem of truth after being 

influenced by the theoretical work of the Polish logician and mathematician 

Alfred Tarski (1902 – 1983), he was able to provide a refutation of Wittgenstein’s 

linguistic philosophy in the Tractatus. While the importance of Popper’s use of 

Tarski’s thought has been appreciated by logicians and philosophers of science, 

this Tarskian influence has rarely been related to Popper’s political thought. As 

Popper advocated his particular choice of epistemological fallibilism in terms of 

our inability to posses true or certain knowledge, the problem of truth is 

fundamental to an understanding the way he attempted to resolve the problems of 

inductivism and demarcation in Die beiden Grundprobleme. This problem is 

characterised by the exchange of ideas between Popper and Tarski, which has 

broader philosophical implications than appears at first sight. I will argue here 

that Popper applied Tarski’s thought but in a way that raised problems in other 

fields of inquiry. This was an application that Tarski did not criticise.  

                                                 
1 This chapter was originally presented at the Rethinking Popper Conference at the Czech 

Academy of Sciences, in Prague on the 14th September. Sections from this chapter have 
subsequently been published, see bibliography for details: Naraniecki, A. “Logic and The Open 
Society: Revising the Place of Tarski's Semantic Theory of Truth within Popper's Political 
Philosophy,” in Z. Parusniková and R. S. Cohen Eds. Rethinking Popper.  Springer Science. 
2009: 257-272. Also see: Naraniecki, A. “Karl Popper, Alfred Tarski and Problems Concerning 
the Correspondence Theory of Truth,” in An. Inst. De Ist. “G. Bariţ” din Cluj-Napoca, Series 
Humanistica, Vol. VI, 2008: 193-207. 
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possible without a “method of drafting nominal definitions” that Tarski’s 

correspondence theory provides.2 Chapters Seven and Eight will outline how 

Popper’s support for nominal over real essences was used later in his sociological 

works in which he criticised expressivist and Husserlian “method[s] of intuitive 

understanding”.3

It will be argued in this chapter, however, that Popper’s use of Tarski’s 

correspondence theory of truth needs to be subjected to further scrutiny by 

critically evaluating whether Popper was correct in his intellectual autobiography 

Unended Quest to claim that: “it was clear that we could learn from Tarski’s 

analysis how to use, with a little care, the notion of truth in ordinary discourse, 

and to use it, moreover, in its ordinary sense – as correspondence to the fact”.

   

4 

This claim needs to be examined in relation to Popper’s problematic discussion of 

truth in Die beiden Grundprobleme, and whether Popper overcame these inherent 

problems of truth in this early book against inductivism. This claim is investigated 

in relation to Tarski’s theory of truth as presented in Pojęcie prawdy w językach 

nauk dedukcyjnych [The Concept of Truth in Formalized Languages] (1933).5

 Popper became acquainted with Tarski as a result of attending the Vienna 

Circle’s Vorkonferenz in Prague in 1934. On a following occasion in 1935 in 

Vienna Tarski explained his “semantic conception of truth” to Popper.

 

6

                                                 
2 Popper, K. The Open Society and Its Enemies, (1945), Vol 2, p. 14, note 39. 

 Although 

Popper’s familiarisation with the work of Tarski was too late to make an impact 

3 For Popper’s opposition to Weber and Husserl see: Popper, K. (1945), Vol II, p. 292, note 44. 
Popper sites a book written by one of his closest friends Julius Kraft From Husserl to Heidegger 
(1932).  Once again we can see the spectre of Leonard Nelson through Kraft in one of Popper’s 
standpoints. 

4 Popper, K. Unended Quest, (1974), p.  99. 
5 This article was presented (by J. Łukasiewicz) to the Warsaw Scientific Society on 21 March 

1931, and published in Polish two years later. A German translation was published as “Der 
Wahrheitsbegriff in den formalisierten Sprachen,” in Studia Philosophica, vol. 1 (1936). This 
article appears in English under the translated and universally recognised title The Concept of 
Truth in Formalized Languages (1956). 

6 Miller, D. Out of Error, (2006), p. 9. For other accounts of the meetings in 1935 between Popper 
and Tarski see: Burdman-Feferman, Anita and Solomon Feferman, Alfred Tarski: Life and 
Logic, (2004), pp. 93-94. 
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upon his Logik (1934) it would remain a consideration in Popper’s arguments in 

various intellectual fields for the rest of his life. 

I will argue here that Popper was able to integrate a correspondence theory 

of truth intended for formalized languages from Tarski with an empractic semiotic 

philosophy of language that he had received from his supervisor Karl Bühler.7 

Out of an integration of Bühler’s and Tarski’s linguistic and semantic theories 

arise many philosophical concerns, the most pressing of which are explored in 

this chapter.8

                                                 
7 Empractic in this sense refers to “built into praxis”. 

 Firstly a brief background to the importance of Tarski for Popper’s 

thought is given in Section Two. Section Three explores some concerns arising 

out of an integration of Tarski’s correspondence theory of truth within Popper’s 

scientific realist philosophy. Section Four discusses Bühler’s semiotics and 

evolutionary linguistics and how Tarski’s correspondence theory of truth is 

related to this within the broader context of Popper’s philosophy of science. 

Section Five then relates Popper’s use of Tarski’s theory of truth to the other ways 

in which the notion of truth is used in Popper’s various works. It is then suggested 

that the importance of Tarski’s theory of truth extends beyond its technical 

support for Popper’s scientific methodology by underpinning the method used in 

his political argumentation. Popper did not simply synthesise Tarski’s theory of 

truth with various other linguistic and cognitive theories used in Die beiden 

Grundprobleme. Rather, he used a “transcendental” argument inspired by Kant’s 

Transcendental Doctrine of Method, to support his positions analogously from 

Tarski’s work. Such a use of an analogous argument from a theory in formal logic 

to philosophical arguments of scientific methodology raises epistemological 

questions. Popper’s analogous use of Tarski’s work has implications for our 

8 Alain Boyer has also perceived the need to integrate a discussion of Popper’s theorising on truth 
to Bühler’s theory of language function. See: Boyer, A. “Open Rationality: Making Guesses 
About Nature, Society and Justice”, (2009), p. 252. 
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understanding of the applicability of Tarski’s original findings, because it 

involves an extension beyond the confines of setting up a “structured definition of 

the term ‘true sentence’”.9

 

   

2. Background to the Popper-Tarski Connection  

 

This chapter builds upon the work of David Miller in identifying the 

importance of Tarski’s theory of truth in Popper’s work. In Popper and Tarski 

(1999) Miller made the observation that it was Popper’s political work The Open 

Society that dealt most with the work of Tarski. Miller referred to Tarski’s shock 

at being quoted in the index almost as often as Marx.10 What Miller’s work 

indicates is the importance of an understanding of Tarski’s work for an 

appreciation of Popper’s intellectual development. Although there are few direct 

references to Tarski in the body of The Open Society, the remarkable extent to 

which Tarski was referred to in the endnotes reveals how important Tarski’s 

thought was for much of Popper’s political arguments.11

Popper’s appropriation of Tarski supported his “negativism”, that is, his 

unwillingness to give positive definitions to theoretical concepts, as well as 

support for the related notion of diarrhesis (meaning ‘division’ or ‘distinction’). 

According to this latter concept, meaning is created objectively through the 

activity between individuals engaged in a particular argument. Shearmur 

describes how Popper thought it to be poor practice for the theorist to place too 

  

                                                 
9 Tarski, A. Logic, Semantics, Metamathematics: Papers From 1923 to 1938. Oxford: Clarendon 

Press, (1956), p. 164. 
10 Miller, D. “Popper and Tarski”, (1999), p. 56. 
11 Miller, D. “Popper and Tarski”, (1999) shows how the positions in Chapter 8 of The Open 

Society “The Philosopher King” reflect a philosophical application of Tarski’s theory of truth.  
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much emphasis upon concepts.12 We may focus on concepts in an ad hoc way if 

necessary, however the development of concepts extraneous to the immediate 

need of providing a better alternative theory to a previous one is seen as counter-

productive. The philosophical attitude embodied by “negativism” can be seen as a 

major reason for Popper’s support for Tarski’s work on truth. Popper stated in 

Unended Quest that “he [Tarski] had also made clear that there were other 

essentially equivalent ways of introducing truth: not by definition, but 

axiomatically…”13 Thus, insofar as we cannot construct a “correct definition of 

the notion of truth” Tarski provided the example of a methodological procedure 

for a “consistent and correct use” of the concept of truth.14 Popper had already 

supported the negative method during the time of writing Conjectures and 

Refutations.15 Popper decided however, not to use the term “negativism” as the 

official label for our (that is, Popper’s and Hayek’s) philosophy due to his 

perception that only people of a pessimistic character were in favour of it, and 

Popper did not want to associate himself with “the skeptics” or those he regarded 

as relativists.16

                                                 
12 Shearmur, J. The Political Thought of Karl Popper, (1996a), p. 19. 

  

13 Popper, K. Unended Quest, (1974), p. 99.  
14 For grammatically “richer” formalised languages of the deductive sciences the construction of a 

“correct definition of the notion of truth” is not possible. However even in these cases in 
contrast to the language of evry day life Tarski states that it is possible to introduce a “consistent 
and correct use of this concept [truth] by considering it as a primitive notion of a special 
science, namely of the theory of truth, and its fundamental properties are made possible through 
axiomization”. See: Tarski, A. The Concept of Truth in Formalized Languages, [1936], (1956), 
pp. 153-154.  

15 See: Popper, K. “On the Sources of Knowledge and Ignorance,” in Conjectures and Refutations, 
(1963a) p. 28. The spirit of the as yet unlabeled negative method can be seen in the following 
assertion from Conjectures and Refutations: “But although the world of appearances is indeed a 
world of mere shadows on the walls of our cave, we all constantly reach out beyond it; and 
although, as Democritus said, the truth is hidden in the deep, we can probe into the deep. There 
is no criterion of truth at our disposal, and this fact supports pessimism. But we do possess 
criteria which, if we are lucky, may allow us to recognize error and falsity. Clarity and 
distinctness are not criteria of truth, but such things as obscurity or confusion may indicate error. 
Similarly coherence cannot establish truth, but incoherence and inconsistency do establish 
falsehood. And, when they are recognized, our own errors provide the dim red lights which help 
us in groping our way out of the darkness of our cave”. (p. 28)  

16 Letter of Correspondence: Popper to Hayek, October 31st 1964. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 
305.13.  
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Popper’s strict negativism, besides reflecting the influence of Kant’s 

Transcendental Doctrine of Method,17 adheres to the older scholastic tradition 

which maintained a strong continuing presence in Austria. For John Scotus 

Eriugena and Pseudo-Dionysius before him, the attainment of knowledge of the 

Natura quae creat et non creatur one must proceed dialectically via the negative 

to the affirmative method.18

For Popper, the negating method is, termed “refutation” rather than 

“negation”. Proceeding to the affirmative method prevented Eriugena from 

applying names in their strict sense to God. Rather, such names are seen to be 

metaphorical or translative.

 The use of a typically scholastic method is interesting 

given Popper’s often strong criticism of scholasticism. The negative method is 

fundamental and denied for Scotus a divine essence or substance to things ‘which 

are’, foreshadowing Popper’s ‘negativism’ and his anti-essentialism.  

19

                                                 
17 Kant, I. Critique of Pure Reason: §Transcendental Doctrine of Method, Section 3, p. 500. 

(A770/B798) (1993 Meiklejohn Translation). 

 In this respect Popper found himself following the 

same dialectic that characterised Eriugena’s theology. Thus in The Open Society 

the positing of non-scientific argumentative knowledge occurred analogically or 

metaphorically, it could not be true or false, but agreeable or disagreeable. 

However, in accordance with his Kantianism, Popper’s negativism is the only 

way in which we can get “nearer and nearer to something very positive indeed: 

18 Copleston, F. A History of Philosophy: Vol II. [1963], New York/London: Doubleday, (1993), 
p. 118. Also see: Scotus, J. De Divisione Naturae, I, p. 13. According to Carabine, for Eriugena 
“language is an expression of a metaphysical reality, for the whole of the visible world contains 
symbols that point to God”. Carabine, D. (2000), p. 62. It is useful to see this view of a 
ubiquitous metaphysics in relation to Popper’s view of the metaphysical transcendence of 
“universals” in statements. Carabine explains Eriugena’s negative method in the following way: 
“When Eriugena denies something of God, he is not saying that God is not that thing or is 
nothing but is saying that God is the no-thingness that, paradoxically, is everything. Every 
negative sentence is, in a sense, “haunted” by God because negations in relation to God are not 
simply empty phrases...On the epistemological level…there will always be a tension between 
the positive and the negative in relation to the transcendent immanant”. See: Carabine, D. 
(2000), p. 63.   

19 Copleston, F. A History of Philosophy: Vol II. [1963], (1993), p. 118. Also see: Scotus, J. De 
Divisione Naturae, I, p. 13. 
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something like a regulative idea (or ideal).”20

 

 In order to understand why Popper 

took this view we need to examine how he made use of Tarski’s theory of truth. 

3. Popper’s Problematic Understanding of Truth 
  

 

Given Popper’s natural proclivity towards criticism and refutation of the 

work of others, it seems on the surface unusual that Popper was so willing to 

accept Tarski’s work with such unreserved force. The lack of direct reference that 

Popper makes in regards to the importance of Tarski’s proofs in the refutation of 

Wittgenstein’s understanding of language has also enabled this Wittgenstein-

Tarski nexus to go largely unnoticed. Tarski and Wittgenstein each reflected the 

two opposing trajectories of analytical philosophy of the early twentieth century, 

that being, the “positivistic” orientation of Cambridge and Vienna, and the 

“analytic” work of the Lvov-Warsaw School strongly indebted to the inheritance 

of Brentano.21

For Alan Musgrave, the importance of Tarski’s theory of truth for a 

rebuttal of Wittgenstein lies in the distinction between a correspondence theory of 

truth and a semantic theory of truth. According to Musgrave the contention lies in 

whether Tarski’s semantic conception of truth can correctly be regarded as a 

version of the classical objective or correspondence theory of truth, a position 

which Tarski himself affirmed.

  

22

                                                 
20 Letter of Correspondence: Popper to Hayek, October 31st 1964. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 

305.13. 

 The reasons why Popper was so keen to accept 

Tarski’s semantic theory were precisely those that led others to disagree that it 

21 Rojszczak, A. “Philosophical Background and Philosophical content of the Semantic Definition 
of Truth,” in Erkenntnis. 56. Netherlands: Kluwer, (2002), p. 35. 

22 Musgrave, A. Commonsense, Science and Scepticism: A Historical Introduction to the Theory of 
Knowledge. New York: Cambridge University Press, (1993), p. 260. 
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was, in fact, a correspondence theory. According to Musgrave, correspondence 

theorists traditionally tried to give an account of the correspondence relation and 

of the ‘facts’ which are the second term of that relation.23 From such an account 

we could arrive at the ‘essence’ that lies behind what all truths have in common. It 

would, according to Musgrave, tell us how thought or language matches up with 

reality or the facts. It is clear that such a traditional essentialist correspondence 

theory would not be acceptable to Popper. Such an attempt had to give a general 

account of correspondence between a linguistic item and something non-

linguistic. Wittgenstein explored the possibility of sentences in languages 

operating as pictures within hieroglyphic languages, and in this way attempted to 

reach a correspondence. With the failure of this possibility, Wittgenstein decreed 

that: “Where we cannot speak we must pass over in silence”.24 Musgrave points 

out that Wittgenstein believed that his theory could not work, and he assumed that 

no one else could produce a theory that worked either.25

So far I have discussed why Popper needed Tarski’s work, but before 

discussing how he used Tarski and what the implications for his broader Kantian 

project were, it is necessary to give a brief overview of some of the more relevant 

methodological and logical features of Tarski’s theory of truth. Tarski’s theory of 

truth is a semantic theory developed for statements in formal language. His 

intention was to find “a definition of truth which would do justice to the intuitions 

which adhere to the classical Aristotelian conception of truth”.

 

26 Popper used 

Tarski’s ‘Convention T’27

                                                 
23 Musgrave, A. Commonsense, Science and Scepticism (1993), p. 260. 

 developed as a semantic theory of truth for formalised 

24 Wittgenstein, L. Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, [1922], (1974), Proposition 89: 7. 
25 Musgrave, A. Commonsense, Science and Scepticism (1993), p. 261. 
26 Tarski, A. “The Semantic Conception of Truth and the Foundations of Semantics”, in 

Philosophy and Phenomenological Research, Vol. 4, [1944], (2001), p. 70. 
27 The broader philosophical context in which the ‘Convention T’ is embedded was described by 

Rojszczak, A. “Philosophical Background and Philosophical content of the Semantic Definition 
of Truth”, (2002), p. 43. Rojszczak stated that: “the so-called classical correspondence theory of 
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languages as a correspondence theory of truth enabling us to say of a given state 

of affairs per Aristotle:  “To say of what is that it is not, or of what is not that it is, 

is false, while to say of what is that it is, or of what is not that it is not, is true”.28

Definition 23. x is a true sentence —in symbols x ∈ Tr — if and only if x ∈ 

S and every infinite sequence of classes satisfies x.

 

Tarski developed an adequate definition of truth in the sense of Convention T in 

Definition 23, in The Concept of Truth in Formalized Languages:   

29

 In modern philosophical terminology this is understood as the correspondence 

theory of truth which was, according to Popper, “rehabilitated” by Tarski. The 

correspondence theory is defined by Tarski as one in which:  

 

The truth of a sentence consists in its agreement with (or correspondence to) 

reality.30

According to Tarski, we can explain what it means to say that a statement is true 

according to the general form of Convention T:  

 

 

(T) The statement S is true if and only if P 

 

                                                                                                                                                         
truth as formulated by Tarski in his writings comes, in fact, in the formulations of Kotarbiński. 
Moreover, Tarski’s T-scheme is simply a formally correct version of Kotarbiński’s proposals of 
several such schemes for understanding the ways in which truth can be predicated…Thus the 
Aristotelian, classical, correspondence notion of truth comes to Tarski actually through the 
formulation and filters of his teachers”.  

28 Tarski, A. “The Semantic Conception of Truth and the Foundations of Semantics”, [1944], 
(2001), p. 70. 

29 Using the symbol ‘Tr’ to denote the class of all true sentences Tarski outlined the following 
convention: 

 CONVENTION T: A formally correct definition of the symbol ‘Tr’, formulated in the 
metalanguage, will be called an adequate definition of truth if it has the following 
consequences:  

 (α) all sentences which are obtained from the expression ‘x ∈ Tr if and only if p’ by substituting 
for the symbol ‘x’ a structural-descriptive name of any sentence of the language in question and 
for the symbol ‘p’ the expression which forms the translation of this sentence into the 
metalanguage;  

 (β) the sentence ‘for any x, if x ∈Tr then x ∈ S’ (in other words ‘Tr ⊆ S’). 
      See: Tarski, A. Logic, Semantics, Metamathematics: Papers From 1923 to 1938. Oxford:  

Clarendon Press. [1936], (1956), pp. 187-188. 
30 Tarski, A. “The Semantic Conception of Truth and the Foundations of Semantics”, [1944], 

(2001), p. 70. 
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Popper gave a presentation of a metalinguistic sentence which accords with 

Tarski’s theory: “The English statement ‘Grass is green’ is true if and only if 

grass is green.”31

In this sentence the first ‘Grass is green’ is rendered as ‘S’ and constitutes 

the name of the statement in question. The second, unbracketed grass is green, 

rendered as ‘P’ is a translation of that statement into the meta-language in which 

the statement of the form (T) is formulated.

 

32 The satisfaction of this convention 

(T) in ordinary languages such as English, proved to be impossible. Tarski’s way 

around this was to construct formal or artificial languages in which the 

requirements of formal correctness and material adequacy could be met in regards 

to this convention. Within such formalised languages it was possible with the use 

of a Convention T to develop an adequate definition of truth for each and every 

statement formulated according to the form (T). Truth definitions for such formal 

languages both accorded to the laws of truth and any statement of a natural 

language could be translated into such a formal language.33 Brian Ellis described 

how Tarski succeeded in constructing a theory of truth by defining truth for 

certain kinds of formal languages, just by using the primitive semantic notions of 

denotation and satisfaction.34 For Tarski, according to Ellis, languages of the 

appropriate kinds can contain a definition of truth recursively in a meta-language, 

so that the truth of any sentence of the language is determined by what the 

primitive terms denote, as well as what things or sequences of things satisfy its 

primitive predicates. Ellis understands Tarski’s semantic theory of truth to be a 

sophisticated correspondence theory.35

                                                 
31 Popper, K. Objective Knowledge, (1972), p. 315. 

 

32 Musgrave, A. Commonsense, Science and Scepticism, (1993), p. 256. 
33 Musgrave, A. Commonsense, Science and Scepticism, (1993), p. 257. 
34 Ellis, B. Truth and Objectivity, Oxford: Basil Blackwell, (1990), p. 116. 
35 Ellis, B. Truth and Objectivity, (1990), p. 116. 
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The consequences of Tarski’s understanding of the notion of truth in 

relation to colloquial language are problematic for Popper. In The Concept of 

Truth in Formalized Languages Tarski stated that a definition of truth for 

colloquial language is impossible. Not only can we not hold a positive definition 

of this concept in ordinary language but even the consistent use of this concept in 

conformity with the laws of logic is impossible.36 Tarski was adamant about the 

impossibility of defining truth, particularly in ordinary language, but this does not 

mean that the semantic conception of truth cannot have any bearing on ordinary 

human languages, particularly as they appear in scientific statements. Popper 

clearly observed this fact and saw that we should “proceed with caution” in 

making test statements (that is our scientific hypotheses) and other assertions in 

ordinary language. As Tarski’s treatment of truth was relational rather than 

notional, it could be used as a means of relating one kind of statement about the 

world to another; that if certain proscribed conditions were met in one instance of 

language usage they must be met in another. This was the case for the 

requirement of empirical falsification for scientific statements or descriptive 

corroboration between the particulars of a given observational instant and the 

universals we make reference to in our day to day use of language.37

                                                 
36 Tarski, A. (1956), p. 153. 

 Based upon 

these minimal requirements Popper had grounds to assert the applicability of this 

semantic theory of truth beyond the realm of formalised language into the realm 

of everyday language of scientific statements and statements of a political and 

social nature. However, this raises further questions. If Popper correctly identified 

that within Tarski’s work such implications for a formal semantic theory of truth 

were possible in the realm of ordinary language, how exactly should one go about 

37 See; Popper, K. Logic, Semantics, Metamathematics, “Appendix*X. Universals, Dispositions, 
and Natural or Physical Necessity”, in The Logic of Scientific Discovery, (1959), p. 423.  
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applying this? More importantly how is the semantic concept of truth related to 

other psychological conceptions of truth that we commonly use in everyday 

speech?    

In The Concept of Truth in Formalized Languages Tarski raised a further 

problem of whether a meta-linguistic theory can be used to set up a structural 

definition of the term ‘true sentence’ applicable to ordinary language. This 

problem results from Tarski’s view that colloquial language is inconsistent as it 

was possible to formulate antinomies, such as the antinomy of the liar, in 

colloquial language.38

 

 According to Sinisi the two essential assumptions that lead 

to the antinomy of the liar and thus the inconsistency of colloquial language are:  

(1) That the ordinary laws of logic hold for the language in which the 

antinomy is formulated. 

(2)  That such a language has the following characteristics:  

(a) In addition to its expressions it contains the names of these 

expressions. 

 (b) It contains such terms as “true” referring to its own sentences. 

 All equivalences of the form “X is true if and only if p” (where “p” is to be    

replaced by a sentence of the language, and “X” by the name of that                       

sentence.39

As everyday colloquial language is understood to be universal and to contain its 

own semantics, if the normal laws of logic hold, it must be inconsistent and 

cannot avoid such antinomies as the liar paradox.

 

40

                                                 
38 Sinisi, V. F. “Tarski on the Inconsistency of Colloquial Language”, in Philosophy and 

Phenomenological Research. International Phenomenological Society. Vol. 27, No. 4, (June 
1967), p. 537. 

 Levinson asserted that as 

39 Sinisi, V. “Tarski on the Inconsistency of Colloquial Language”, (1967), p. 538. 
40 The term ‘universal’ in this sense referrs to colloquial language containing in addition to its 

sentences and other expressions, the names of these sentences and expressions, and sentences 
containing these names, as well as such semantic expressions as ‘true sentence’, ‘name’, 
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everyday language lacks an exactly specified structure the laws of logic cannot 

hold for it, therefore everyday language was not inconsistent.41 Sinisi however, 

has shown against the claims of Levinson that Tarski demonstrated that ordinary 

or colloquial language as with a formalised language was inconsistent. For Tarski 

everyday language does not have an exactly specified structure and we cannot 

know precisely which expressions and sentences are to be taken as assertable.42

Such a definition of truth for ordinary languages of every day usage is not 

possible according to Popper. Yet Popper rightly saw that with caution Tarski’s 

semantic theory could confer theoretical benefits on the understanding of human 

communication beyond the narrow field of semantics:  

 In 

our day to day use of language we do not, however, measure a truth claim against 

consistent and correct procedures of formal correctness and material adequacy. 

One last word about Tarski’s theory. Its whole purpose is often 
misinterpreted: it is wrongly assumed that it is intended to yield a criterion of 
truth. For coherence was so intended, and likewise pragmatic usefulness; 
they strengthened the traditional view that any serious theory of truth should 
present us with a method of deciding whether or not a given statement is 
true.43

 
 

In 1944 Tarski even stated that: “I happen to believe that the semantic conception 

does conform to a very considerable extent with the commonsense usage”.44

                                                                                                                                                         
‘denote’.  See: Tarski, A. “The Concept of Truth in Formalized Languages,” in Logic Semantics 
and Metamathematics, (1956), pp. 164-5.  

 This 

position seems to add weight to Popper’s use of Tarski in providing a 

methodological rather than a definition-based theory of truth, thus maintaining an 

anti-essentialist philosophy. For Popper it was important that Tarski gave a 

41 Sinisi, V. “Tarski on the Inconsistency of Colloquial Language”, (1967), p. 540. 
42 Tarski, A. “The Semantic Conception of Truth and the Foundations of Semantics”, (1944), p. 

349. 
43 Popper, K. Objective Knowledge, (1972), p. 317. 
44 Tarski, A. “The Semantic Conception of Truth and the Foundations of Semantics”, (2001), p. 

81. 
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“method for deciding” which was in keeping with Popper’s early concern with 

providing a unity of method for the natural sciences.45

It must still be asked however, why was Popper willing to accept such a 

problematic correspondence theory in which the definition of truth could only be 

enabled not within the object-language, but within the meta-language of a formal 

or artificially constructed language? According to the realist doctrine, are we not 

able to know the world directly? Through the use of Tarski’s meta-language 

solution we seem to be moving further away from a correspondence between a 

statement and its relationship to a fact or reality. David Miller has pointed out that 

there is a problem for critical rationalists in that “when a speaker utters a 

declarative sentence in ordinary discourse he does more than use it to say what it 

says”.

 

46

For Tarski, the object of his investigation into the problem of the 

definition of truth required a definition which is “a materially adequate and 

formally correct definition of the term ‘true sentence’”.

  

47 Tarski stated that when 

this definition is applied to colloquial language, the results are entirely 

“unproductive”. For Tarski, with respect to colloquial or ordinary language, not 

only does the definition of truth seem to be impossible, but even the consistent 

use of this concept in conformity with the laws of logic also seem to be 

untenable.48

                                                 
45 For Popper on Tarski’s method see: Popper, K. (1972), p. 317. For Popper on the unity of 

method see the 1959 Preface to the First English Edition of The Logic of Scientific Discovery. 
See: Popper, K. [1959] (2002), p. xix. 

 As Tarski’s notion of truth was developed for the use of formal 

46 Miller, D. “Popper and Tarski”, (1999), p. 65. This is exemplified by the role of metaphysics 
and transcendental arguments for Popper’s realism that will be discussed in greater depth in the 
following two chapters. 

47 Tarski, A. “The Semantic Conception of Truth and the Foundations of Semantics”, [1944], 
(2001), p. 70. 

48 Tarski, A. Logic, Semantics, Metamathematics, (1956), pp. 152-153, 165. Where Tarski 
concludes statement §1 with: the very possibility of a consistent use of the expression ‘true 
sentence’ which is in harmony with the laws of logic and the spirit of everyday language seems 
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language in logic, it cannot be unproblematically applied to a study of natural 

languages in general. According to Jan Wolenski, Tarski himself was sceptical of 

the possibility of a formal semantics of natural language including the application 

of the semantic theory of truth to natural languages.49 Brian Ellis supports this 

claim reiterating Tarski’s concerns that “a Tarskian truth theory does not exist for 

any natural language, and there is reason to think that no such theory could be 

provided for such a language”.50

Popper’s appropriation of Tarski enabled him to avoid epistemological 

pessimism, while remaining a sceptic in relation to a belief in the possibility for 

certain or infallible knowledge. This point may seem contentious as Popper spoke 

in The Open Society of the opposition between nominalist and essentialist 

definitions, and reiterated his support of the former.

 From a strictly logical perspective Ellis’s 

assertion is correct, Popper’s use of Tarski was not logical, but like his use of 

Bühler’s and Selz’s theories, Popper used Tarski to overcome a methodological 

problem arising out of Die beiden Grundprobleme. I contend that, Tarski 

provided a “method for drafting nominal definitions” which was important to 

Popper for maintaining the realist features in his neo-Kantianism. 

51 For methodology, the 

problem was centred upon definition. For the ontological problems that Popper 

turned his attention to later in life, the distinction was focused on nominal and real 

essences.52

                                                                                                                                                         
to be very questionable , and consequently the same doubt attaches to the possibility of 
constructing a correct definition of this expression. (p. 165)   

 If anything, this indicates an increasing presence of Aristotelian and 

realist elements in his post-Conjectures and Refutations thought. Popper would 

not accept Wittgenstein’s conclusion, that language has emerged in a way that 

49 Wolenski, J. Logic and Philosophy in the Lvov-Warsaw School. Dordrecht/Boston/London: 
Kluwer Academic Publishers, (1989), p. 180. 

50 Ellis, B. Truth and Objectivity, (1990), p. 117. 
51 Popper, K. The Open Society and Its Enemies, (1945), Vol II, p. 290, note 39. 
52 See Chapter Six which discusses the problems surrounding Popper’s anti-essentialism in greater 

depth. 
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does not directly pertain to or fulfil certain logical requirements that we can now 

ask of it. Realism as Popper understood it, made a further demand that seems to 

conflict with a purely semantic understanding of a theory of truth. This demand is 

that our statements speak directly of reality, and speak honestly and truthfully, 

otherwise how else would scientific progress or even mundane problem solving 

be made possible. Popper saw in Tarski’s Semantic Theory an admission of the 

traditional correspondence impossibility, yet a possibility of moving forward; of 

speaking where Wittgenstein would have it that we remain silent. Applying the 

semantic theory of truth to natural or colloquial language was exactly what 

Popper did. How exactly Popper convinced himself of this possibility remains 

obscure as the logical distinction is, according to Hacohen, “put to rest” as all 

statements are made non-verifiable and hypothetical.53

Why do we study logic? We all understand our language, which means that 
we all know how to draw inferences, as we have seen. We do not need 
logical theory for being able to draw inferences; nor does the study of logical 
theory lead to a method of making all inferences fool-proof”.

 I do not think that this 

matter is as obscure as Hacohen maintains. Popper himself expressed his 

sentiments on the matter in an article for Mind:  

54

 
  

We must appreciate Popper’s belief in the importance of metaphysics and 

transcendental hypotheses as being intrinsic to the way in which we comprehend 

the word directly. Hacohen ignores, however, the broader scientific realist 

implications that Tarski’s work had for Popper. 

 According to Hartry Field’s 1972 article “Tarski’s Theory of Truth”, in 

the early 1930s scientifically minded philosophers viewed semantic notions such 

as the notions of truth and denotation as illegitimate and that they could not or 

should not be incorporated into a scientific conception of the world; an attitude 
                                                 

53 Hacohen, M. Karl Popper, (2000), p. 230. 
54 Popper, K. “New Foundations for Logic”, in Mind. Vol. LVI. No. 223, July, (1947), p. 233. 
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that changed when Tarski’s work on truth became known.55 Popper was among 

these scientifically minded philosophers who embraced the notion of truth after 

Tarski. Field argues that by reducing the notion of truth to certain other semantic 

notions, Tarski made the semantic notion of truth acceptable to scientifically 

minded philosophers who already regarded these other notions as acceptable.56 

This reduction of truth to other semantic notions helps to explain Popper’s 

intuitive and convictional predisposition towards speaking of truth that was 

suddenly and dramatically made possible as a result of Tarski’s work.57 Before 

Tarski’s explanation of his theory of truth to Popper during a meeting in early 

1935, Popper avoided speaking of truth, instead seeking in Chapter Ten of the 

Logik to develop the notion of “corroboration”.58 Popper could not abandon a 

conception of truth that was absolute (ist absolute), yet he needed a theory that 

would support the scientific character of philosophy which required the concept 

of truth to be held “im Begriff der Erkenntnis im strengen Sinne”.59 Tarski’s 

reduction of truth to other semantic notions may have convinced Popper that even 

though we speak of truth, what we are actually doing is something else, such as 

asserting the grounds for validity. In this way, Popper the philosophical sceptic 

and fallibilist came to believe by the time of Conjectures and Refutations that he 

could speak of truth and hold a correspondence theory, while also maintaining a 

view that the truth was absolute and beyond human reach.60

                                                 
55 Field, H. “Tarski’s Theory of Truth”, in Journal of Philosophy. Journal of Philosophy, Inc. Vol. 

69, No. 13, (July 13, 1972), p. 347. 

  

56 Field, H. “Tarski’s Theory of Truth”, (1972), p. 347. 
57 This predisposition of the scientific realist to accept Tarski’s work is corroborated by Popper 

himself who stated in a footnote to The Logic that: “…my views on formal logic and philosophy 
were revolutionized by Tarski’s theory, my views on science and its philosophy were 
fundamentally unaffected, although clarified”. See: Popper. K. [1959], (1968), p. 273, fn. 1.  

58 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, [1959], (1968), p. 273. 
59 Kraft, J. Von Husserl zu Heidegger, (1957), p. 16. “…in the idea of cognition in its strictest 

sense”. 
60 Popper, K. Conjectures and Refutations, (1963a), pp. 222-223. 
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Tarski’s semantic theory of truth was described by Popper as a 

“rehabilitation” as it rehabilitated not only our ability to speak confidently of truth 

in relation to our assertions and hypotheses for the purpose of progressing 

knowledge, but it enabled the development of other theories which would become 

central to Popper’s philosophy of science.61 These theories would then be directly 

related to his political philosophy. The opposition that Tarski’s semantic notion of 

truth posed to physicalism is a case in point. If a semantic notion of truth could 

not be given, Tarski stated that “…it would then be difficult to bring [semantics] 

into harmony with the postulates of the unity of science and of physicalism (since 

the concepts of semantics would be neither logical nor physical concepts)”.62

                                                 
61 The immensity of the impact of Tarski’s theory of Truth for Popper can be seen when he states: 

“As a result of Tarski’s teaching, I no longer hesitate to speak of ‘truth’ and ‘falsity’. And … 
my views turned out, as a matter of course, to be consistent with Tarski’s theory of absolute 
truth”. See: Popper. K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, [1959], (1968), p. 273, fn. 1. 

 Not 

only would this provide an opposition to the various sorts of reductionism offered 

by positivists such as Mach, Wittgenstein and Carnap, it would open the 

possibility for Popper’s later work on self-transcending materialism, culminating 

in his later pluralist ontology. Further, the referential rather than notional 

approach to truth is supportive of Popper’s anti-essentialist attitude that we ought 

not to get side-tracked with problems of words and their meanings. This does not 

mean that undefined terms are, as Wittgenstein would have it, meaningless. For 

Tarski, as for Popper, the concern was not with analysing the meaning of the 

world ‘true’ but with performing a reduction.  

62 See: Tarski, A. Logic, Semantics, Metamathematics, (1956), p. 406. Also see: Field, H. 
“Tarski’s Theory of Truth”, (1972), pp. 356-360. Field also states that: “physicalists agree that 
all legitimate semantic terms must be explicable nonsemantically – they think in other words 
that there are no irreducibly semantic facts”.(p. 359) If we see this in relation to the Vienna 
Circle such irreducible semantic facts would be metaphysical, for the followers of Wittgenstein 
in Vienna. Field further states that: “There were such physicalists in the early 1930s; part of the 
importance of Tarski’s work was to persuade them that they were on the wrong track, to 
persuade them that we should explicate notions in the theory of reference nonsemantically rather 
than simply get rid of them”. (p. 359) Field here is referring to Tarski’s lectures in Vienna which 
supports the view that Tarski was a more influential contributor to the destruction of logical 
positivism than Popper.  
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However, this strength in avoiding problems of meaning and definition 

results in another problem, that of triviality. Field states that the price for any 

attempt to explain the relation between words and the things they are about must 

inevitably lead to either a wildly implausible theory like Russell’s or a trivial 

theory like Tarski’s.63 For Popper however, “Logic ought to be simple; and, in a 

way, even trivial” and further requiring a “high degree or precision in the 

formulation even of trivialities”.64 There is a concern with the trivial use of 

Tarski’s 1933 paper for political and social thought that result from the 

“Convention T” once the various technical and logical requirements of Tarski’s 

original paper are dismissed by the philosopher investigating a social or cultural 

phenomenon.  The specific logical procedures required for the formal correctness 

and material adequacy described by Tarski in his paper have no bearings 

extraneous to their original formal logical setting. This can simply be seen from 

the fact that when Popper accepted a definition in social philosophy as true or 

false it was not because he subjected it to Tarski’s procedures. Popper was aware 

of this problem and he knew that Tarski did not show how a nominal definition of 

truth should be ascertained for social matters, but the fact that Tarski provided a 

nominal definition at all in logic, showed Popper that nominal definitions, such as 

‘truth’ were possible. This use once again reflects Popper’s understanding of the 

transcendental hypothesis or method that he was concerned with in Die beiden 

Grundprobleme (and his letter to Victor Kraft).65

                                                 
63 Field, H. “Tarski’s Theory of Truth”, (1972), p. 366. 

 For this reason, many 

philosophers have not received Tarski’s work with the same “intense joy and 

64 Popper, K. “New Foundations for Logic”, (1947), p. 193. 
65 Letter of Correspondence. Popper to Victor Kraft. 9 June 1967. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 

3.16, 24 Victor Kraft 1945-74. 
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relief” as Popper.66 Hilary Putnam stated that “as a philosophical account of truth, 

Tarski’s theory fails as badly as it is possible for any account to fail”.67

In his intellectual autobiography we can see that Popper understood very 

well that Tarski’s notion of truth was developed for and limited to formal 

languages, which are the constructed languages for ‘science’ such as formal 

disciplines like mathematics. In a given statement of a formal language there 

consists of two languages the object-language and the meta-language, only the 

latter higher order language could contain the truth predicate. Tarski summarised 

his results in thesis (A): 

     

For every formalized language of finite order a formally correct and 
materially adequate definition of true sentence can be constructed in the 
metalanguage, making use only of expressions of a general logical kind, 
expressions of the language itself as well as terms belonging to the 
morphology of language, i. e. names of linguistic expressions and of the 
structural relations existing between them.68

 
 

 In an obscurely presented argument, Popper stated that: “despite Tarski’s 

restrictions it was clear that from Tarski’s analysis we could apply this to ordinary 

language and that the application of this was made clear by Tarski himself”.69

                                                 
66 Popper, K. Unended Quest, (1974), p. 399. 

 

This claim by Popper takes great liberties with Tarski’s insistence in Logic, 

Semantics, Metamathematics (1956), in which he argued that such an application 

to an ordinary language was not possible. However, it was Popper’s 

understanding of the nature of science itself that could best explain why such a 

67 Putnam quoted in: Etchemendy, J. “Tarski on Truth and Logical Consequence,” in The Journal 
of Symbolic Logic, Association for Symbolic Logic. Vol. 53, No. 1, (March., 1988), p. 51. 

68 Tarski, A. (1956), p. 265. 
69 Popper, K. Unended Quest, [1974], (1993), p. 99. Where Popper states that: “…all these precise 

methods were confined to formalized languages, and could not, as Tarski had shown, be applied 
to ordinary language (with its “universalistic” character). Nevertheless it was clear that we could 
learn from Tarski’s analysis how to use, with a little care, the notion of truth in ordinary 
discourse, and to use it, moreover, in its ordinary sense – as correspondence to the facts. I 
decided in the end that what Tarski had done was to show that once we had understood the 
distinction between an object language and a (semantic) meta-language – a language in which 
we can speak about statements and about facts – there was no great difficulty left in 
understanding how a statement could correspond to a fact”. 
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jump from an empirical scientific function to an ordinary language usage could be 

made, and it hinged upon the notion of experience. In Conjectures and 

Refutations, experience in science was spoken of as no more than an extension of 

ordinary everyday experience, what applies to science by and large can be applied 

to everyday experience also.70

Popper’s understanding of the distinction between object-language and 

meta-language may well reflect the kind of thinking that changed his attitude 

towards transcendental criticisms and the way we use definitions. Thus the 

undefinable or nominally definable words used in the meta-language are use to 

speak about definitions, problems, theories in the object-language. According to 

Popper: 

 “By and large” also resonates with that aspect of 

ordinary language which pertains to its descriptive functioning in the Bühlerian 

sense. 

 “We must speak, if we wish to define. It is impossible to speak properly in 
our language of ordinary use without using conjunction, the conditional, and 
indeed all its formative signs…we do not attempt to define the words we are 
using, but we use words in order to define very general concepts referring to 
other languages”.71

 
 

 This statement exemplifies the influence of Tarski’s conception of object-

language and meta-language in relation to the role of definitions within 

argumentation. The phrase “we must speak” alludes to Popper’s opposition to 

Wittgenstein’s call for silence in the Tractatus.72

                                                 
70 Popper, K. Conjectures and Refutations, (1963a), p. 184. 

 If we accept that Popper’s 

understanding of logic played a major part in his understanding of rational 

criticism and arguability, then Popper’s opposition to essentialist definitions is 

part of his broader understanding of the logic of deductive inferences. This 

71 Popper, K. “New Foundations for Logic”, (1947), p. 234. 
72 Wittgenstein, L. Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, [1922] 2001, p. 89, Proposition 7: “What we 

cannot speak about we must pass over in silence”.  
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understanding of the practical significance of logical concepts such as the object-

language meta-language distinction for our critical argumentation is supported by 

Popper’s depiction of logic as the theory of refutation.73

There are two obvious reasons for studying logic. One is curiosity, 
theoretical interest in languages and into their rules of use…The other is 
practical. Our naturally grown languages have not been designed for the use 
to which we put them in scientific and mathematical investigations. They 
definitely do not always stand up too well to the strain of modern civilisation: 
paradoxes arise, spurious theories; the conclusiveness of some of our subtle 
arguments becomes doubtful. Such practical needs lead us to study the rules 
of language in order to design an instrument fit for use in science.

 Popper stated that:  

74

 
  

In The Open Society Popper enlarged the sphere of this semantic theory 

and its notion of truth to the field of ethics by attempting to develop valid norms 

which could be used proscriptively in our moral actions.75 The belief in the 

successfulness of this method could also have been an effective enough method 

which would inspire later applications of theories from science and logic to social 

and political problems. This is a noteworthy instance in Popper’s thought in 

which an argument based upon what Rudolf Carnap in Logical Foundations of 

Probability (1962) understood as an “implication from analogy” is made.76 The 

methodological basis for this use of analogy, I have argued, are found in Kant’s 

transcendental method of the Kritik. We have also seen that Popper eventually 

came to believe that if an argument is successful in one field of inquiry it is 

reasonable to assume that the argument and its supporting evidence can be applied 

to another field of inquiry for argumentative purposes, through ‘transcendental 

hypotheses’ or a ‘transcendental criticism’.77

 

 

                                                 
73 Nimrod Bar-Am reminds us that Popper presented logic as the theory of refutation. See: Bar-

Am, N. “Proof Versus Sound Inference”, (2009), p. 64. 
74 Popper, K. “New Foundations for Logic”, (1947), p. 233. 
75 Popper, K. The Open Society and Its Enemies, [1945], (1962). Vol. 1, p. 64, n. 5(2). 
76 Carnap, R. Logical Foundations of Probability, Chicago: University of Chicago Press, (1962), 

p. 207. 
77 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 57. 
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4. Combining Bühler’s Linguistic Schema and Tarski’s Truth Theory 

 

In Popper and Tarski (1999) Miller raises two problems that complicate 

Popper’s treatment of language in relation to Tarski’s theory of truth. These 

problems are the phenomenon of vagueness and the problem of selectivity.78

The statement “Snow is white” is doubtless vague, but according to Tarski it 
is true if and only if snow is white. That does not postulate a vague aspect to 
the world, but states –vaguely, of course – a condition on the world that has 
to be satisfied if the statement “Snow is white” is to be true.

 The 

former problem admits of the vagueness inherent in language as ordinarily used 

and the way that this is in a state of conflict with the world which is not vague. 

This then provides a problem in finding a correspondence between a true 

statement and the world of facts. Miller explains Tarski’s solution to the holding 

of a correspondence between a ‘vague statement’ and the world as follows: 

79

 
 

 Miller’s second concern is that of selectivity. This problem is that which 

describes the distortion in our knowledge of the object of inquiry as we specialise, 

focus or simplify the “whole situation” into something manageable. Miller makes 

reference to Popper’s writings on situational models in The Myth of the 

Framework (1994) in which Popper stated that he did not believe that models, 

whether in physics or the social sciences, can be said to be true.80

                                                 
78 Miller, D. “Popper and Tarski”, (1999), pp. 66-67. 

 This is due to 

the process of oversimplification, where we choose to focus on certain facts while 

ignoring others. Miller concludes his paper by emphasising that Tarski’s 

objectivist theory of truth makes obvious the existence of a dualism of facts and 

decisions. This dualism, as Miller put it, “patrols the boundary of the realm of 

79 Miller, D. “Popper and Tarski”, (1999), p. 66. 
80 Popper, K. The Myth of the Framework: In defence of science and rationality. M. A. Notturno, 

Ed. London and New York: Routledge, (1994b), p. 172. 
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facts itself”.81 In keeping with Tarski, Popper could not overcome this dualism of 

facts and decisions that consists of a vague language and a world which is not 

vague.82 This places added restrictions on our ability to speak confidently of truth, 

due to our need to decide upon what sort of objective knowledge enables us to 

speak of intellectual enterprises or claims as being true and what sort “ought not 

to be taken too seriously”.83

The phrase: “ought not to be taken too seriously”, and similar variations of 

it in Popper’s writing are not literal, but pertain to the ability of such a hypothesis 

to be tested, or in other words its potential to be falsified. The seriousness of an 

argument in this sense pertains to its methodological procedure and the 

epistemological status with which the problem of the argument proceeded towards 

a definitive resolution, rather than the intrinsic importance of the problem 

irrespective of the means available to deal with it.  Such statements often pertain 

to matters of aesthetics and morality and are spoken of and held seriously as 

normative laws by convention even if they cannot be taken methodologically 

seriously.

  

84

                                                 
81 Miller, D. “Popper and Tarski”, (1999), p. 68. 

  From The Open Society it is evident that Popper accepted this 

82 Popper, K. The Open Society and Its Enemies, [1945], (1962), Vol. 1, p. 63. Where it is stated 
that: “Critical dualism thus emphasizes the impossibility of reducing decisions or norms to facts; 
it can therefore be described as a dualism of facts and decisions”. 

83 Besides Popper’s letters of correspondence, particularly with Hayek, examples of this can be 
found in Popper, K. Schöpferische Selbstkritik in Wissenschaft und Kunst, Reder zur Eröffnung 
der Saltzburger Festspiele, (1979b). Particularly page 29 where it is stated: “Ich möchte 
betonen, daß alles, was ich darüber sagen werde, spekulativ ist, aus Vermutungen besteht”. Also 
see, Popper, K.“Bücher und Gedanken: Das erste Buch Europas”, in Auf der Suche nach einer 
besseren Welt: Vorträge und Aufsätze aus dreißig Jahren, (1984). München: Piper. (2004), p. 
120. The English unpublished version is titled Unintended Consequences: The Origin of the 
European Book. In this lecture Popper communicates for the first time the thesis that European 
culture began with the first publication of the works of Homer in book form. He then proceeds 
to give an account of the effect of this on the publication of the works of ensuing thinkers in 
ancient Greece. It is interesting to note that at this stage of Popper’s career he is happy to 
develop hypotheses that are non-testable and therefore states should not be taken too seriously, 
yet they are seen to be both meaningful and important (Meine Hypothese…ist natürlich nicht 
überprüfbar. Historische Parallelen sollte man nie zu ernst nehmen). The constant use of the 
expression I conjecture (ich vermute) also aides in this illusion, however, one can be assured 
that this theorising is just as serious as his scientific thought. 

84 For Popper’s distinction between ‘conventions’ and ‘laws’ see: Popper, K. [1945], (1962) Vol. 
1, p. 57. 
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irreducible dualism, nevertheless he stated, “the idea of absolute truth – of 

correspondence to the facts – as a kind of model for the realm of standards.”85 For 

Popper, Tarski enabled us to seek for absolutely true propositions in the realm of 

facts or at least for propositions which come nearer to the truth.86We can never 

find a proposition that is true for all time and places as Tarski did not provide us 

with a criterion for stating that a proposition is true in the most absolute sense of 

the word and neither did Popper. From this we can see the role that Tarski played 

in supporting Popper’s critical dualism.87

It is prudent to observe that Popper’s Tarski and the real Tarski were far 

from similar. Popper’s understanding of Tarski was shaped by the interaction with 

a series of problem situations in which the impact of Bühler’s theories was also 

important. The role of language within Popper’s theorisation of such problems 

was taken directly from Bühler.

 

88 According to Bühler’s theory of language, truth 

cannot be separated from its evolutionary or survival characteristics. From this 

perspective the theoretical and conceptual difference between Bühler’s 

psychological and evolutionary approach to language and Tarski’s formal 

language Semantic Theory presents itself. In Objective Knowledge Popper saw 

Tarski’s method of defining truth (with respect to formalised languages of finite 

order) and its rehabilitation as correspondence to reality as Tarski’s greatest 

achievement.89

It may be the case that an understanding of the way individuals and 

societies come to hold statements as true can be gained by analysing the way 

  

                                                 
85 Popper, K. The Open Society and Its Enemies, [1945], (1962), Vo 2, p. 385. 
86 Popper, K. The Open Society and Its Enemies, [1945], (1962), Vo 2, p. 385. 
87 Popper saw this as originating in Presocratic ‘scientific’ thought which is essentially cosmology, 

and the need to distinguish between the elements in human’s natural environment and social 
environment. The discovery of this problem was originally ascribed to Protagoras. See: Popper, 
K. The Open Society and Its Enemies, [1945], (1962), Vol. 2, p. 57. 

88 This is most evidently seen in Popper, K. Knowledge and The Mind-Body Problem, (1994a), p. 
84. 

89 Popper, K. Objective Knowledge, (1972), pp. 59-60. 
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Popper integrated Tarski’s theory of truth into Bühler’s broader linguistic 

theories. Thus, it is not only necessary to speak of Popper and Tarski in relation to 

the problem of truth but also of Bühler’s influence upon Popper as well. From a 

broad philosophical perspective, Bühler’s theory was the only other theory 

concerning language that Popper took to heart. If truth is a notion for Popper that 

functions in problem solving, it cannot be seen in isolation from an evolutionary 

understanding of communication that he gained from Bühler. It is necessary to 

view this notion as Popper would have, that is, in relation to his understanding of 

semiotics, or more correctly the extension he made to Karl Bühler’s theory of 

language function.90 Hence, the way that Popper received Tarski’s work on a 

correspondence theory of truth would become for Popper the needed 

commonsense notion of truth which could also be integrated into Bühler’s theory 

of language function.91 Arne Petersen showed that in relation to this phylogenetic 

sequence of language functions the notion of truth or falsity only pertain to the 

“Descriptive function” of language not to the highest “Argumentative function” 

which holds validity and invalidity as its values.92 By outlining the function of 

truth within what I call the Bühler-Popper Phylogenetic Theory of Language, we 

can begin to better understand how the notion of truth Popper developed from 

Tarski pertains to Popper’s understanding of language and communication.93

                                                 
90 For Popper’s elucidation of, what I call the Popper-Bühler Linguistic Schema, see: Popper, K. 

Knowledge and The Mind-Body Problem, (1994a), p. 84. 

  

91 For the importance of the work of the Würzburg School, in particular the thought of Karl Bühler 
upon Popper’s thought see: Alt, J. Die Frühschriften Poppers, Frankfurt am Main: Lang. 
(1982). Also see: Berkson, W., and J. Wettersten. Learning From Error, (1984). 

92 Petersen, A. F. “On Emergent Pre-Language and Language Evolution and Transcendent 
Feedback From Language Production on Cognition and Emotion in Early Man”, (1992), p. 145. 

93 It ought to be noted that there is no conventional term to denote the theory of language that 
Popper developed out of an extension of Bühler’s theory of linguistic function. Popper refers to 
it as Bühler’s theory of Language Function or as a linguistic schema, however, Popper’s 
modifications to this theory warrant a particular distinction from that of Bühler’s. Hence, I refer 
to it as the Popper-Bühler Phylogenetic Theory of Language or the Popper-Bühler Theory of 
Language Function.  
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Popper ensured the survival and evolution of Bühler’s work by integrating 

it into what would become Popper’s late World 3 ontology. It appears that when 

Popper appropriated Tarski’s criterion for truth he did so with Bühler’s notion of 

the relationship of truth to communicative language in mind, rather than as Tarski 

himself intended the notion to be developed. Following Bühler’s empractic theory 

of language Popper came to see the act of communication on a practical 

commonsense problem-solving level. We speak of truth as a value we hold at a 

certain functional level of communication and it is the evolutionary and survival 

significance of communication that gives meaning to the truth or falsity of our 

assertions. The link between language and evolutionary necessitated problem-

solving, developed to the point that Popper saw a unity of method that drives the 

search for truth “from the amoeba to Einstein”.94 Some of the clearest support for 

the need to view Popper’s use of Tarski within a broad evolutionist and 

philosophical perspective can be seen in his late lecture The Place of Mind in 

Nature (1982). In this lecture Tarski’s work on truth and Bühler’s broader 

linguistic theories are brought together to form a broader evolutionary theory of 

mind.95

According to what may be seen as a Popper-Bühler linguistic schema, at 

the “critical” or “argumentative” level of language function, a theory of truth 

would secure objectivity through inter-subjective consensus in an effort to 

eliminate error and to reduce harm. Descriptively a proposition may be true, that 

   

                                                 
94 It is not a method in the strictest sense of a logical method, which he states in The Logic (p. 8) is 

impossible, but I refer to method in the broad sense of the process of problem solving that is the 
defining feature of all life forms. For Popper’s comparison of error elimination of the amoeba 
and Einstein see: Popper, K. Objective Knowledge, (1972), p. 70. Where Popper stated that “The 
difference between the amoeba and Einstein is that althought both make use of the method of 
trial and error elimination, the amoeba dislikes to err while Einstein is intrigued by it: he 
consciously searches for his errors in the hope of learning by discovery and elimination”.  

95 See: Popper, K. “The Place of Mind in Nature”, (1982), pp. 32-33, 47. 
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is, it may correspond to the facts,96 however, in relation to a given problem the 

same proposition may turn out to be untruthful in light of Miller’s concerns 

mentioned above of the “phenomenon of vagueness and the problem of 

selectivity”.97

Arguing about the validity of an assertion can at least lead the disputants 

towards a greater knowledge of the problem, situating the assertion in a way that 

one cannot by saying that a case is simply true or false, which can lead to a 

tendency for one party to reject outright the claim to truth. Such a position is in 

keeping with Popper’s fallibilism as well as his belief in the need for critical 

discussion in order to overcome what he regarded as the myth of the framework. 

In this way we can see the importance of the lasting impact that Bühler’s 

theoretical work on communication had on Popper’s latter arguments, which is 

evident in Popper’s latter ontology and social theory and is also central to our 

 In other words, at the descriptive level of language function a 

proposition may be objectively true as in corresponding to the facts, however, at 

the “critical” or “argumentative” function of language a proposition requires at 

this level an inter-subjective component to secure its objectivity. It also requires 

an alternative criterion of truthfulness from that of a correspondence to the facts, 

such as a practical instance of harm reduction or error elimination. Thus in 

relation to the argumentative function it may be best to speak of validity rather 

than truth.  

                                                 
96 That Popper did in fact relate the notion of truth into Bühler’s theory of language function at the 

“descriptive level” can be seen in  Petersen, A. F. “On Emergent Pre-Language and Language 
Evolution and Transcendent Feedback From Language Production on Cognition and Emotion in 
Early Man”, (1992), p. 451. Petersen in tern attributes his diagram to one used in a little known 
paper by Popper titled: “The Place of Mind in Nature,” 1981 October 6 . Speech (not delivered 
in person), Nobel Conference XVII, Gustavus Adolphus College, St. Peter, Minnesota. 
Typescript original, published in Mind in Nature, Elvee, Richard Q., ed. San Francisco: Harper 
and Row. (1982), pp. 31-59. However, the constant mentioning in Popper’s written work 
including his letters of correspondence of positions that he held as convictions to be true as well 
as the understanding of truth as a regulative ideal in Conjectures and Refutations is evident that 
a notion of truth was seen by Popper to operate at the higher “critical” or “argumentative” 
function of language.  However, like much of Popper thought on the philosophical problems 
concerning language it was not systematically developed. 

97 Miller, D. “Popper and Tarski”, (1999), pp. 66-67. 
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understanding of his philosophy of science and methodology. Once we take this 

into account we can appreciate the distinction between the levels of language 

function and the way truth and objectivity operate within this theory of 

communication.  

 

 
5. Broader Philosophical Implications 

 

 

Tarski focused on the relation of satisfaction rather than on the notion of 

truth per se which is similar to the way that Popper spoke of truth, despite the 

technical features in Tarski’s notion of satisfaction that only pertain to formal 

logic.98 To use Quine’s distinction in Quantifiers and Propositional Attitudes 

(1956) between the relational and the notional, when we speak of truth in the 

‘relational’ sense we are speaking of satisfaction.99 According to John Wallace 

“truth is a special case of satisfaction, in which the sentence or attribute being 

satisfied is closed and in which every sequence (or on a variant approach, the 

empty sequence) satisfies it”.100 When Popper spoke of truth in statements that 

are not convictional the meaning of this term seems to reflect the way Tarski 

spoke of satisfaction.101

                                                 
98 In “The Semantic Conception of Truth and the Foundations of Semantics”, (1944) Tarski states 

in (1) that the main problem is giving a satisfactory definition of the notion of truth. The 
satisfactoriness of this definition rests upon its formal correctness and material adequacy. See 
article in; Martinich, A. Ed., (2001) The Philosophy of Language, 4th ed. New York: Oxford UP. 
(2001), pp. 69-91. John Wallace stated that: “…given certain natural conditions, every adequate 
theory of truth is an adequate theory of satisfaction. The independence of truth from satisfaction 
contemplated by the substitutionalist is shown not to exist”. See; Wallace, J. “Belief and 
Satisfaction”, in Noŭs, Blackwell Publishing. Vol. 6, No. 2, (May 1972), pp. 85-95. 

 As such, it is in accordance to the objectivism of 

Popper’s philosophy at least in spirit if not strictly methodologically. It may 

99 See: Wallace, J. “Belief and Satisfaction”, (1972), p. 85. Also see: Quine. W. V. “Quantifiers 
and Propositional Attitudes,” in Journal of Philosophy, Vol. 53. (1956), pp 177-187.   

100 Wallace, J. “Belief and Satisfaction”, (1972), p. 85. 
101 Alain Boyer from the Université de Paris-Sorbonne has also noted Popper’s observation of 

Tarski’s understanding of correspondence to be reducible to “satisfaction”. See: Boyer, A. 
“Open Rationality: Making Guesses About Nature, Society and Justice”, (2009), p. 252. 
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appear that for Popper, truth was a criterion of satisfaction more broadly 

elaborated from its original technical understanding in Tarski’s logic to be 

applicable to hypotheses more generally within the method of falsification. 

Popper’s use of Tarski’s notion of ‘satisfaction’ exemplifies a tendency of 

Popper’s to extend analogically a theory from one domain to another, in this case 

from logic to scientific methodology. Through this process, which is a 

metaphysical extension of the original idea, much of the original technicality is 

lost and the meaning altered. However, without providing an alternative term, 

thus choosing to maintain the same denotational term ‘satisfaction’ as used by 

Tarski, the difference in meaning of Popper’s use of this term compared to 

Tarski’s is not immediately obvious.  

More broadly Tarski’s notion of truth, as Popper developed it, may seem 

restrictive in that it is an objective semantic theory that does not allow for 

subjective and unutterable convictions and feelings to be admitted as sources of 

truth in themselves. Why did such a defined and constricting notion of truth 

appeal to an individual such as Popper whose later works extended into the realm 

of the subjective? It is clear that both Tarski and Popper understood very well the 

complexity and plurality of this notion. Tarski himself in The Semantic 

Conception of Truth and the Foundations of Semantics claimed that he hoped that 

nothing he said would be interpreted as a claim that the semantic conception of 

truth is the “right” or “only possible” one.102

                                                 
102 Tarski, A. “The Semantic Conception of Truth and the Foundations of Semantics”, [1944], 

(2001), p. 78. 

 Tarski understood that in every day 

language there are many concepts that share the same word ‘truth’ and that these 

are often based upon various psychological criteria which allow a particular 

concept of truth to be said to exist in relation to a particular sate of affairs. Ellis is 

of the same mind stating against Popper that Tarski’s theory of truth cannot be 
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philosophically satisfactory, however useful it might be for logic. For Ellis, as it 

could not be used to account for the truth of at least some of the claims we make, 

Tarski’s theory cannot do for a general theory of truth.103

In Popper’s theoretical writings concerning the notion of truth, he only 

ever referred to the correspondence theory as the one that he supported.

 

104 This 

however, does not mean that Popper understood philosophical concerns with the 

conception of truth from this theoretical perspective alone. His extensive use of 

the term “conviction” as in the expression “it is my conviction that…” or the term 

“principles” such as can be seen in the “Ethical Principles” and “professional 

ethics” in The World of Parmenides (1998) attest to an appreciation of the 

subjective role of judgement within any objective validation of the truth of a 

statement.105 The implications of this psychological judgement extends the 

criterion of ‘truthfulness’ beyond the realm of the correspondence theory despite 

Popper’s practical tendency to reserve the name ‘truth’ to the correspondence 

conception. Once again we can perceive the impact of Kant in Popper’s thought, 

as objectively held truth also requires subjective validation in the mind of the 

person judging. Popper expresses the objectivity of the truth as denoted in the 

word ‘conviction’ in accordance with Kant. Thus, arguments from conviction can 

be validated as true as empirical propositions of the ‘descriptive function’ of 

human language if there is a correspondence with the facts. For Kant, “if a 

judgement is valid for every rational being, then its ground is objectively 

sufficient, and it is termed a conviction”.106

                                                 
103 Ellis, B. Truth and Objectivity, (1990), p. 141. 

 Further, “conviction may, therefore, 

104 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, [1959], (1968), p. 273. 
105 For Popper’s “Ethical Principles” see: Popper, K. “The Unknown Xenophanes”, in The World 

of Parmenides, (1998), p. 52. 
106 Kant, Critique of Pure Reason, §Transcendental Doctrine of Method, Ch. 2, Section III: 

Opinion, Knowledge and Belief, (A820/B848), (1993 Meiklejohn Translation), p. 526. Also see: 
Kant, I. Kritik der reinen Vernunft, §II Transscendentale Methodenlehre, Zweites Hauptstück, 
Dritter Abschnitt. Vom Meinen, Wissen und Glauben. 1787: “Wenn es für jedermann gültig ist, 
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be distinguished, from an external point of view, from persuasion, by the 

possibility of communicating it, and by showing its validity for the reason of 

every man…”107

 The definitions that Popper used to speak of the notion of truth are 

problematic, and the words he often used to describe this notion can easily be 

used to denote different concepts. Popper wrote with such conviction of the 

goodness that exists in scientific discovery, music and art that it is evident that he 

thought they expressed certainty or truth. This is not what Popper meant by the 

term absolute truth in Conjectures and Refutations.

 If, on the other hand, it has its ground in the particular character 

of the subject, it is termed a persuasion.  

108 From Die beiden 

Grundprobleme we can see that Popper’s absolute truth is not strictly absolute, 

but a Kantian conceptualisation of it as a heuristic “regulative ideal”109 or even a 

“real fiction” (echte Fiktionen).110

                                                                                                                                                         
so fern er nur Vernunft hat, so ist der Grund desselben objektiv hinreichend, und das 
Fürwahrhalten heißt alsdann Überzeugung. Hat es nur in der besonderen Beschaffenheit des 
Subjects seinen Grund, so wird es Überredung genannt”. As well as “Der Probierstein des 
Fürwahrhaltens, ob es Überzeugung oder bloße Überredung sei, ist also äußerlich die 
Möglichkeit, dasselbe mitzuteilen, und das Fürwahrhalten für jedes Menschen Vernunft gültig 
zu befinden…” (pp. 640-641) 

 Interestingly, much later in Objective 

Knowledge Popper directly uses the term “regulative ideal” in a discussion on 

Tarski’s definition of truth:  

107 Kant, I. Kritik der reinen Vernunft, §II Transscendentale Methodenlehre, Zweites Hauptstück, 
Dritter Abschnitt. Vom Meinen, Wissen und Glauben. 1787, pp. 640-641. 

108 See: Popper, K. Conjectures and Refutations, (1963a), p. 229. It is important to note that 
Popper’s use of the term absolute truth differed throughout his life. While in Conjectures and 
Refutations, he stated that the term was used as a regulative ideal, in a paper titled The Myth of 
The Framework which first appeared in 1965 in The Abdication of Philosophy and the Public 
Good (The Schilpp Festschrift), the term is used in a much more radical and contentious sense. 
In this work Popper equates the notions of ‘objective’ and ‘absolute’ truth. It is difficult to know 
what to make of this, but it appears that following Conjectures and Refutations Popper only 
continued to grow in confidence as to our ability to be absolutely certain of some kinds of truths 
in light of Tarski’s work. Such a radical interpretation of Tarski would lead Popper to preoccupy 
himself with reconciling two of his major theses, that of fallibilism and our ability to possess 
objective or absolute truth of a matter. Despite Popper’s adamant position as to the possibility of 
such a reconciliation, it seems that this was a problem that preoccupied him throughout his latter 
years. See: Popper, K. The Myth of the Framework, (1994b), p. 48. 

109 Popper’s use of the terms “regulative ideal” or “regulative idea” are derived from Kant’s 
Critique of Pure Reason, §Transcendental Doctrine of Method, Ch. 1, Section III.  

110 Popper used the term “echte Fiktionen” in: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der 
Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 244. 
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Thus the concept of truth plays mainly the role of a regulative idea. It helps 
us in our search for truth that we know there is something like truth or 
correspondence. It does not give us a means of finding truth, or of being sure 
that we have found it even if we have found it.111

 
 

Further support for Popper’s understanding of truth to be broader than it 

appears in his various arguments concerning scientific methodology or the 

problem of totalitarian decisionism can be seen in his third ethical principle, “the 

principle of approximation to truth in The World of Parmenides.112 What Popper 

called “the principle of approximation to truth”, can be understood as an 

alternative philosophical conception of truth to the one which functions to fill the 

argumentative needs of communication within Bühler’s Theory of Language 

Function. Kazimierz Ajdukiewicz described in Problems and Theories of 

Philosophy (1973) the fundamental problem that rationalists who adhere to 

scientific cognition face in relation to the problem of truth. Scientific cognition, 

according to Ajdukiewicz concerns itself only with words that are understood 

literally, without metaphors or analogies, that is, Popper’s clear and inexpressive 

use of language. Such scientific cognition secures its rational status through its 

inter-subjective transmission, as we see in Popper’s understanding of objective 

knowledge. As a result of this inter-subjective character it becomes schematic and 

abstract and loses its intimate contact with the object.113

However, from his theoretical social philosophy we can see that Popper 

deviates from Ajdukiewicz’s model of the scientifically minded philosopher. 

Here, scientific or objective cognition produces knowledge that is so insufficient 

for our need in understanding the object of inquiry, that in order to get closer to 

the truth Popper routinely used unfalsifiable metaphors and analogies. This 

  

                                                 
111 Popper, K. Objective Knowledge, (1972), p. 318. 
112 Popper, K. The World of Parmenides, (1998), p. 52. 
113 Ajdukiewicz, K. Problems and Theories of Philosophy. Henryk Skolimowski. Trans. 

Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, (1973), pp. 46-48. 
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method of obtaining a better understanding of the truth of a social, aesthetic or 

ethical problem, is the effect of the strong moral convictions that Popper held. In 

some cases it was necessary to use an expressive, poetical or analogical mode of 

argumentation if behind it there was a feeling of combating error and harm, even 

if such work was not considered by Popper ‘the rationalist’ as serious scientific 

cognition.  

 

6. Conclusion 

 

An understanding of Popper’s intellectual response to Tarski’s ideas from 

1935 onwards provides salient clues for re-interpreting the argumentative oddities 

in his later thought. Such oddities are based upon his critical rationalist view of 

the nominalist use of definitions to oppose the intellectual intuition of the essence 

of a definition. This understanding of truth as part of a broader nominalist attitude 

towards definitions is fundamental to Popper’s opposition to claims to truth in any 

intellectual field or debate relying upon expressionism, emotivism and the 

intuition of “deep” truths. From the philosophical standpoint, Popper keenly 

observed that Tarski’s work on the problem of finding a definition of truth for 

semantics had implications that went well beyond the field of semantics or 

science at large and could be used, with a measure of care, to shape arguments in 

political and social philosophy as well. The presuppositions associated with this 

argument contributed to the formidable nature of The Open Society. Despite the 

care and attention with which Popper achieved this integration of Tarski’s work 

on truth the implications of this for Popper’s political philosophy and his 

sociology of knowledge remain problematic. The epistemic restrictiveness of 

holding an objective notion of truth would lead to a strange use of linguistic 
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terminology in the framing of arguments in his later theorising on aesthetics, 

institutions and tradition. However, the nominalism of Tarski’s definition of ‘true’ 

was in accordance with Popper’s neo-Kantianism. This nominalism provided a 

‘justification’ for Popper’s broader moral and political oppositions to 

epistemologically pessimistic modes of scepticism, relativism as well as 

pretentious or prophetic dogmatic modes of thinking.  

The strength of the analogical method for Popper’s political philosophy 

can be seen in its ability to provide new criticisms of a given argument. By 

adhering to a strict negativism reminiscent of Kant’s Kritik,114

…if, in a court of law, you are reminded that you should speak the truth, you 
know very well that you are supposed to say what agrees with the facts. It is 
clear that you can only do your best and say what you subjectively believe to 
be true. Yet you (and the judge) will know that the truth is objective, and 
that, as we are fallible, it is human to err, to make a mistake: to believe 
subjectively what is not the objective truth, a truth from which we may stray, 
err, deviate.

 Popper’s political 

philosophy was most effective in criticising existing political doctrines rather than 

subjecting any of his social theories to the requirements of falsification. The 

knowledge gained through the criticism of existing doctrines can be seen to lead 

to new knowledge. By eliminating erroneous assumptions inherent in a particular 

political doctrine, we are seen by Popper to be moving closer to the truth. Tarski’s 

theory of truth as applied analogously from formal mathematical language to 

everyday language usage, gave Popper the argumentative ability to determine 

whether a theory is ‘false’ if it does not meet certain methodological standards. It 

also enables us to talk in a mundane way of something as being ‘true’ nominally, 

even when a theory has failed to measure up to falsification. As Popper said:  

115

 
  

Holding a conception of absolute or objective truth is not the end of the 

matter. For Popper it is barely the beginning as many political arguments, for 

                                                 
114 See: Kant, I. Critique of Pure Reason, [1787], (1993), p. bxxi.  
115 Popper, K. “The Place of Mind in Nature”, (1982a), p. 32. 
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example, are directed towards making recommendations for the future and do not 

demand of them an immediate true or false answer. For Popper, this would mean 

an exploration into the ontological nature of thought to explain how objectivity in 

inter-subjective communication is possible. By showing the limitations placed on 

truth and objectivity not only does the extent of our ignorance become apparent, 

but the conditions of reasonable discussion and rational argumentation can be 

better understood. With this appreciation of the limits of reasonableness for any 

argumentative claim, Popper explored different ways of strengthening the 

reasonableness of his political positions. The role of reason as it is utilised in 

relation to an often unattainable truth for our political theories would characterise 

the forms and expressions that Popper’s political writings would take. In this 

sense all of Popper’s writings would remain in the shadow of the principle of 

falsification. The next chapter explores two further consequences from Popper’s 

problematic theorisation on truth in relation to his fallibilism, that is, his 

understanding of the role that definitions play in argumentation and the problem 

of knowledge of essences.    
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Chapter Five  

Definitions and Essences 
 

 

1. Introduction 

 

This chapter examines the broader implications for Popper’s discourse on 

essentialism that he developed after his familiarisation with Tarski’s work on the 

nominal definition of truth, explored in the previous chapter. By doing so, this 

chapter examines the particular epistemological features that were to become 

central to Popper’s philosophy. The most important of these epistemological 

features are an anti-essentialism, negativism, fallibilism, and the roles that 

meaning and definition play within this philosophy. It is argued that these 

epistemological features grew out of Popper’s engagement with Kant’s 

Transcendental Doctrine of Method in Die beiden Grundprobleme which he 

continued to develop throughout his lifetime. This chapter explores how Popper’s 

ethical theories are presented as if they were epistemological theories, thereby 

revealing a tendency in Popper’s thought to disguise ethical and subjective 

convictions as objective epistemological principles. It will be argued that 

Popper’s arguments in the social sciences are often justified by empirical support 

from biology or analytic support from logic or geometry. Such arguments, 

analogously applied to the social sciences however, are not demonstrable and are 

used to develop Popper’s ethical positions. 

Section Two begins with an examination Popper’s understanding of 

essences from a linguistic perspective rather than from a metaphysical perspective 

(which will be dealt with in Chapter Six). Section Three then explores Popper’s 
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understanding of the distinction between the concepts of “definition” and 

“diarrhesis”. Section Four introduces another important feature of Popper’s 

methodology, that is, his “negativism”. Building upon the discussions of the 

previous sections, Section Five discusses the problem of meaning in Popper’s 

thought involving a comparison with Wittgenstein. Section Six relates a 

discussion of Popper’s ethics back to the methodological features discussed in this 

chapter. 

   

2. Essentialism in Popper’s Thought 

 

It is difficult to arrive at a clear understanding of what Popper meant by 

‘essentialism’ as his arguments concerning the problem of essences constantly 

evolved. It is the nature of Popper’s critical rationalism to develop as a system of 

theories in which each argument has implications for the next. It is in this way 

that subtle changes to his position on essentialism occurred every time he 

introduced a new argument into his system.  

An important feature of Popper’s anti-essentialism was necessarily weak 

because of his fallibilism. It was not that Popper believed in the strong thesis of 

the non-existence of essences, as fallibilism assures him of the possibility that he 

may be wrong in this regard. Rather anti-essentialism was limited by Popper to an 

understanding of fixed or unchanging essences, as well as our ability to have 

certain knowledge of essences. Popper understood the notion of essence from an 

Aristotelian position despite his criticism of Aristotle in The Open Society. His 

opposition to the Hegelian understanding of dialectic and the misuse of 

Aristotelian logic by the post-Kantian idealists is also a result of the way Popper 
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perceived the decline of logic in the hands of the idealists. 1

There is an evolutionary lag between the linguistic conceptual tools that 

we have evolved and the increasingly complex problems that we set for 

ourselves.

  Popper’s opposition 

to essentialism is based on the understanding that we cannot know if objects have 

de re essences. Insofar as objects are nominally seen to have essence-like or 

lawful features, a thesis which is supported by commonsense observation, it is 

possible to make distinctions between essential and non-essential properties of an 

object or event.  

2 Insofar as we can speak of essences in regard to Popper’s philosophy 

it is in the Lockean sense of nominal essences.3 However, Popper seems to prefer 

not to speak of essences at all. Popper could not hold a de re necessity and the 

only necessity associated with definitions is linguistic or verbal necessity. The 

empirical component to Popper’s deductivist philosophy is in keeping with the 

broad twentieth century analytic tradition which endorses the classical empiricist 

critique of essences and holds that necessity is merely linguistic.4

                                                 
1 Recent scholarship by the “Pittsburghers” Paul Redding, John McDowell and Robert Brandom 

have argued that the view of logic’s decline at the hand of Hegel is a legacy of Russell’s 
interpretation and does not do justice to Hegel’s contribution to Aristotelian logic that needs to 
be taken seriously by analytical philosophers. See: Redding, P. Analytic Philosophy and the 
Return of Hegelian Thought. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, (2007).   

 Even though 

Popper did not like to speak of essences, he did not consider himself a nominalist. 

In relation to the problem of essences, however, his fallibilism would force a 

nominalist stance. 

2 For the links between Popper’s methodology and late evolutionary thought see: Popper, K. “The 
Place of Mind in Nature”, (1982a). 

3 For Popper’s discussion of the nominalist rather than the essentialist use of definitions in science 
see: Popper, K. The Open Society and Its Enemies, [1945], (1962), Vol. 2, p. 14. 

4 Popper was aware of Łukasiewicz’s argument that determinism or natural necessity follows from 
the two-valued logic of Aristotle. Through his construction of many-valued logics Łukasiewicz 
was able to refute a fundamental logical argument for determinism. See: Burdman-Feferman, 
A., and S. Fefferman, Alfred Tarski, (2004), p. 33. Also see: Łukasiewicz, J. Selected Works, L. 
Borkowski, ed. Amsterdam: North-Holland, (1970). For Popper’s discussion of Carnap’s 
method of avoiding inconsistencies in language using definitions see: Popper, K. [1945], (1962), 
Vol. 2, p. 292, note 40. Also see: Carnap, R. Logische Syntax der Sprache. Vienna: Julius 
Springer, (1934), § 22. 
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Popper’s tendency towards such a fallibilist approach to the problem of 

essences can be seen already in the language of Die beiden Grundprobleme. An 

understanding of experience inclusive of the possibility of intellectual intuition of 

essences, known as Erlebnisse does not appear in this work. For an epistemologist 

in the neo-Kantian tradition such as Popper, such an understanding of our 

knowledge of experience is highly problematic. For Popper, Erlebnisse did not 

constitute demonstrable scientific knowledge and as far as his early work was 

concerned, could not be argued at all.5 Any empirical science reducible to sense-

perception such as Erlebnisse confuses psychology as the basis of statements 

rather than logic.6 Thus, in the original version of Die beiden Grundprobleme the 

term for “experience” is always Erfahrung.7

This linguistic lens framed his theorising on essentialism. In Popper’s 

thought we can say that there were two kinds of essentialisms operating. When 

Popper argued against essentialism he was referring to a linguistic notion of 

essentialism. A linguistic essentialism of the kind Popper was concerned about 

was one that assumes the essence or necessary property of an object is found in 

the word used to signify that object. The effect of this linguistic essentialism that 

 An understanding of Popper’s 

realism as it relates to its epistemological fallibilism must explore the various 

ways in which essentialism can be understood in relation to Popper’s thought. For 

Popper, language was the means by which humans receive knowledge of the 

external world. Language was thus intricately related to the active problem 

solving way in which the mind “knows” its surroundings (through hypothetical 

deductions). For Popper, humans have been predisposed as a result of evolution to 

develop language as a fundamental mode for understanding the world.  

                                                 
5 For Husserl’s understanding of Erlebnisse see: Husserl, E. Erste Philosophie, Ed. R. Boehm, 

Vol. 7, no. 1 of Husserliana. The Hague: Nijhoff, (1956), p. 169. 
6 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, (1959), p. 75. 
7 Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), Exposé. 
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concerned Popper the most was that once the essence of an object can be seen to 

be captured by human knowledge in a word, then further words and propositions 

can provide no more of an explanation of the object in question. Popper perceived 

this problem in light of the Friesian aspects of his epistemology in which a 

dogmatic foundation for the truth is established within the conventional linguistic 

modes of explanation. In Conjectures and Refutations Popper described his notion 

of the essentialist doctrine as follows: 

The essentialist doctrine that I am contesting is solely the doctrine that 
science aims at ultimate explanation; that is to say, an explanation which 
(essentially, or, by its very nature) cannot be further explained, and which is 
in no need of any further explanation. Thus my criticism of essentialism does 
not aim at establishing the non-existence of essences; it merely aims at 
showing the obscurantist character of the role played by the idea of essences 
in the Galilean philosophy of science.8

     
  

There was a kind of synthesis or convergence between the Kantian and 

Aristotelian understandings of essentialism in Popper’s thought which, perhaps 

unintentionally, was the result of a tradition of evolutionism amongst Kantian 

thinkers that I have examined in Chapter Three. Popper moved towards an 

agreement in The Open Society with the thesis of Aristotle and Plato that “we 

possess a faculty, intellectual intuition, by which we can visualize essences and 

find out which definition is the correct one”.9 However, following Kant, Popper 

modifies this with a scepticism of this kind of knowledge. The result is that 

Popper admits that we possess something which may be described as “intellectual 

intuition”.10 According to Popper “this [intellectual intuition] can never serve to 

establish the truth of any idea or theory, however strongly somebody may feel 

intuitively that it must be true, or that it is ‘self-evident’”.11

                                                 
8 Popper, K. Conjectures and Refutations, (1963a), p. 105. 

  

9 Popper, K. The Open Society and Its Enemies, [1945], (1962): Vol 2, pp. 15-16. 
10 Popper’s understanding of intuition differed from Kant’s. See: Popper, K. Objective Knowledge, 

(1972), p. 135. 
11 Popper, K. The Open Society and Its Enemies, [1945], (1962): Vol 2, pp. 15-16. 
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 Popper’s anti-essentialism cannot be a doctrine against the ontological 

existence of essences in the world, or against our capacity to have knowledge of 

such entities. It is rather an impossibility of our ability to have scientific or 

rational knowledge of essences. As we cannot have scientific knowledge of 

essences it is thus not possible to refute the possibility of their existence. Popper’s 

anti-essentialism may have appeared, following Aristotle, to have seen the need to 

define things not words, which gave rise to his disputes with the linguistic 

philosophies of the neo-positivists in Cambridge and Vienna.  However, Popper 

did not follow Aristotle in linking the notion of essence (to ti ên einai) with the 

notion of definition (horismos) as is evident from Aristotle’s Topics “a definition 

is an account (logos) that signifies an essence”.12 Popper makes a break from 

Aristotle through separating the notion of essences from that of definition. In 

Popper’s view philosophy cannot, as Wittgenstein claims, purge our language of 

linguistic puzzles through the clarification of meaning, so that science can get on 

with the business of investigating facts.13 For Popper, horismos would be reduced 

to diarrhesis in relation to the scientific task of searching for invariants. Such a 

search for invariants Popper initially credits to Parmenides.14

                                                 
12 See: Aristotle, Topics. 102a3. Also see Krąpiec, M. Understanding Philosophy. Hugh 

McDonald, Creative Commons License, (2007), p. 27. Fr. Professor Krąpiec of the Catholic 
University of Lublin stated that Aristotle’s understanding of concrete substance (το τι ήν είναι) 
as a substance that is definable was the point in which Aristotle’s thought met Plato’s. Krąpiec 
stated that as Plato looked on the world of things from above, Aristotle went by way of the 
senses and came to practically the same conclusion. Popper’s avoiding of this characteristic of 
Aristotle’s theory of substance reflects Krąpiec’s understanding that “…the reality of the world 
is more accessible to us, both in breadth and depth, than is allowed by abstractive apprehension 
of the content of the thing given to us in eidetic intuition, even of the Aristotelian type (genetic 
empiricism)”. Krąpiec, M. Understanding Philosophy. (2007), p. 27. 

 In The Open Society 

Popper argued that Aristotle’s linking of the notion of definition with that of 

essence not only leads to “a good deal of hairsplitting”, but also encouraged 

13 Popper, K. The Open Society and Its Enemies, [1945], (1962), Vol 2, p. 20. 
14 Popper, K. The World of Parmenides, (1998), pp. 146-164. 
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verbalism, disillusionment with argument and with it a revolt against reason.15 

This is due to Aristotle’s insistence that “demonstration or proof, and definition, 

are the two fundamental methods of obtaining knowledge”, which Popper stated 

“led to countless attempts to prove more than can be proved”.16 Popper cites 

scholasticism as an example of this approach of which he was critical.17 For 

Popper, it was Kant’s criticism of all attempts to prove the existence of God 

which provided a momentary break in the essentialist tendency in the history of 

Western philosophy. In Popper’s view this momentary break exemplified by 

Kant’s Kritik der reinen Vernunft was shortly followed again by the romantics 

and what Schopenhauer described as the “age of dishonesty”.18

Popper’s attitude towards essentialism and definitions permeated all of his 

intellectual thought including his aesthetics. This can be seen in his support for 

the approach to aesthetic theory by his lifelong friend Ernst Grombrich. Popper’s 

fondness for the clear and accessible poetic works of Piet Hein also reflects the 

sense in which aesthetics is subjected to the same anti-espressivism and honesty 

that all other fields of human activity are.

  

19

                                                 
15 Popper, K. The Open Society and Its Enemies, [1945], (1962), Vol 2, p. 21. 

 The position outlined in another 

lecture by Popper Schöpferische Selbstkritik in Wissenschaft und Kunst is that the 

success of great works of art or music are subjected to the same method of trial 

and error and the uniqueness of particularly great works is understood by Popper 

to exemplify his indeterminism and fallibilism associated with an unknown logic 

16 Popper, K. The Open Society and Its Enemies, [1945], (1962), Vol 2, p. 21. 
17 See letter of correspondence from Popper to Carnap, 5 July 1943, in: Popper, K. After The Open 

Society, (2008), p. 91. Where Popper stated: “My hatred against the empty verbalism and 
scholasticism of the vast majority of philosophical writings is increasing proportionally with the 
time I have to devote to the teaching of such matters…” 

18 Popper, K. The Open Society and Its Enemies, [1945], (1962), Vol 2, p. 21. 
19 Many of Popper’s philosophical arguments can be summarised by the poems of Piet Hein. See: 

Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), pp. 50, 434. Also see: Hein, Piet. Grooks 1. Toronto 
General Publishing Company. (1969). 
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of discovery.20 Popper believed that there was a general tendency within aesthetic 

theory which he opposed to link our inability to attain knowledge of universals 

through intuition and pessimism. The social consequences of this pessimism was 

the general belief that without an appreciation of the unknowable from which our 

great artistic (as is the case with scientific) discoveries are made, culture becomes 

“a commercialized industry” that is both kitsch and vulgar.21 Therefore, Popper’s 

epistemological anti-expressivism and anti-intuitionalism do not lead to a 

rejection of the depths of illumination and transcendence that can be gained from 

art. Rather by appreciating our very intellectual limitations in the face of the 

creative process and its products a reverence for great works of art as having an 

almost religious sanctity is assured. What Popper really believed in was what he 

called a Third World (also referred to as World 3), “something which is beyond 

us and which we do interact, in the literal sense of interaction, and through which 

we can transcend ourselves”.22 It was music that was the art that meant most to 

Popper, who stated: “I can lose myself in my music which for me is an objective 

experience through which I try to improve myself”.23 Popper’s reluctance to delve 

further into art, literature and aesthetic matters more broadly is reflective of this 

deep respect, almost piety which grew from his upbringing in which Kunst 

(specifically music in the Popper household) was revered as religion.24

                                                 
20 See: “Schopferische Selbstkritik in Wissenschaft und Kunst,” 1979b July 26. Opening address, 

Salzburg Festival, Salzburg, Austria. Typescript and English text. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box: 
223.6-7. Even if this can be seen as a rather unusual view of artistic endevour, it is a good 
illustration of how his Kantian problem-solving philosophy developed. 

  

21 See; “Schopferische Selbstkritik in Wissenschaft und Kunst,” 1979b July 26. Opening address, 
Salzburg Festival, Salzburg, Austria. Typescript and English text. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box: 
223.6-7. See: English translation, p. 32. 

22 Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), p. 49. 
23 Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), p. 49. 
24 For an insight into the importance of Kunst for assimilated Jewish families such as the Poppers 

see:  Weinstein, David and Avihu Zakai. “Exile and interpretation: Popper’s re-invention of the 
history of political thought.” In Journal of Political Ideologies, Routledge. Vol. 11. No. 2. (June 
2006), p. 185 – 209.  
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A continuation of his understanding of evolutionism as consisting of 

purposeful problem-solving according to Bühlerian phylogenetic sequence of 

language functions and a Selzian theory of mind, can be seen in his understanding 

of the process of artistic creation.25 Art, science and literature all result from a 

“super-abundance of purpose”, that is, purposeful survival behaviour through trial 

and error problem solving. The importance of the process of objectification of the 

contents of artistic and intellectual creation, or for that matter any thought as it is 

given as it moves from World 2 to World 3 through the process of it gaining 

external form, is emphasised by its autonomous nature becoming something 

fundamentally independent from the subjective processes that gave rise to it. It is 

unreasonable to assume that the object of art has total independence from its 

subjective origin within the artist, writer or composer. Interactionism implies 

some sort of essential continuity. Popper acknowledged this in an interview in 

which he explained that in his ontology such knowledge objects cannot evolve or 

create new objects of knowledge independently of subjective human minds.26

In reality the great artist is a keen learner who keeps an open mind so that he 
can learn not only from the work of others but also from his own labours, 
including his failings. Almost all great artists have been highly self-critical, 
and they looked at their work as something objective. Haydn, on hearing the 
first performance of his Creation in the Aula of the old University of Vienna, 
broke into tears saying “It is not I who wrote this”.

 The 

indeterminism that is entailed within this process of creation, externalisation and 

objectification reveals something of the unknowable of human creativity and 

flourishing that Popper was so concerned with in the Logik and that he saw 

existing at the highest levels of the Western cultural tradition such as democracy 

and science:  

27

 
     

                                                 
25 See: “Schopferische Selbstkritik in Wissenschaft und Kunst,” 1979b, Typescript and English 

text. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box: 223.6-7.  
26 Gesprächt mit Sir Karl Popper. June 1st 1975. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 167-7, pp. 27-34. 
27 Popper, K. Unintended Consequences: The Origin of the European Book. Karl-Popper-

Sammlung, Petersen Sammlung Box 5.17, p. 12. 
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Popper expresses the same unknowable logic of discovery as the 

fundamental factor uniting all instances of knowledge creation in the objective 

sense. Haydn’s expression here is similarly seen in science by Newton’s inability 

to accept his conclusion of action at a distance as the property of the mechanics of 

nature. Popper supported this claim with the argument that Newton and later 

Einstein felt a mystery in this conclusion and were unable to accept it, instead 

attributing such movement to God.28 The method by which we progress to our 

regulative and ideal goal, Popper argued, is identical in science and in artistic 

creation. In art however, the method of trial and error elimination is conducted in 

regard to criteria such as formal correctness and expression. In this way it is only 

in the field of a theoretical human or social sciences that we have no means of 

refuting our errors in a systematic way, and can only at best validate our social 

claims according to a vague principle of agreeableness.29

                                                 
28 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, (1956), p. 149. 

 The scientist can 

conduct tests through experimentation, the artist can conduct tests every time his 

or her brush strokes the canvas, which is itself a conjecture, the social scientist 

must be content with building his arguments from analogical or metaphysical 

‘evidence’, in order to go beyond criticism in creating an understanding of a given 

situation. The lecture Unintended Consequences (1982) along with Schopferische 

Selbstkritik in Wissenschaft und Kunst are examples of how in the field of cultural 

history Popper’s epistemological concerns of fallibilism and refutability of Die 

beiden Grundprobleme, as well as his later ontology in Objective Knowledge, 

provide the theory by which he used to explain historical facts, such as books or 

musical scores. Even if one regards these lectures as problematic they nonetheless 

29 See: Popper, K. “The Logic of the Social Sciences”, (1969, 1976). Popper understood social 
science as being theoretical in the same sense as theoretical physics. 
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provide an important illustration of how his philosophy of trial and error 

elimination developed in his later years.  

 

3. Diarrhesis and Definition 

 

In a letter to Hayek, Popper described himself as “a conscious and 

determined enemy of definitions”.30 As Popper never gave a clear theoretical 

treatment of what a definition actually is, it is safe to say that he was referring to 

what Tadeusz Kotarbiński described as the “classical theory of definitions”.31

…a definition is to point to some essence of that thing – namely, the essence 
of the supposed universal which corresponds to the grammatical subject of a 
given definition. In that view, what is being defined by the definition “Amber 
is a petrified resin” is not the very word “amber”, nor any tangible piece of 
amber, but some amber in general…

 In 

the Gnosiology (1966) Kotarbiński states that:  

32

 
 

 Popper turned from definition to the notion he called diarrhesis, and he claimed 

to have appropriated it from Plato’s Laws (932e). Diarrhesis means a ‘division’.33 

Explaining the advantage of diarrhesis over the definition of a word in that 

knowledge derived from definitions are impossible as “definitions are attempts to 

lay down some ‘absolute’ meaning of a term in advance”. Diarrhesis, however, 

holds that the meaning of a concept is always ad hoc and pertains to the current 

problem under discussion.34

                                                 
30 Letter from Popper to Hayek, 20th October, 1964. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 3005.13 Letters. 

Hayek 1940-47. 

 Thus, the distinctions developed and terms used can 

only be understood in regard to the argument into which they are situated. 

Wilhelm Büttemeyer highlighted Popper’s distinction between nominalist and 

31 Kotarbiński, T. Gnosiology: The Scientific Approach to the Theory of Knowledge. Olgierd 
Wojtasiewicz Trans. Oxford: Pergamon Press, (1966), p. 37. 

32 Kotarbiński, T. Gnosiology, (1966), p. 37. 
33 Letter from Popper to Hayek, 20th October, 1964. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box  3005.13 

Letters. Hayek 1940-47. 
34 Letter from Popper to Hayek, 20th October, 1964, p 1. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box  3005.13 

Letters. Hayek 1940-47. 
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essentialist understanding of definitions that appear in The Open Society, and 

described how Popper saw scientific practice as concerning itself with the 

nominalist rather than essentialist definitions.35

 From one of his later, posthumously published works, The World of 

Parmenides (1998) Popper stated that he opposed the Aristotelian “theory of 

definition”, which was built upon Aristotle’s “theory of induction” (epagōgē).

  However, we can gain a more 

accurate understanding of what Popper understood by the term definition when 

we compare these two distinctions in The Open Society with Popper’s remarks in 

a letter to Hayek. Through the introduction of the notion of diarrhesis, we can 

then appreciate that when Popper talked about definitions he talked about the 

essentialist notion of definition, not the nominalist, (the latter of which he later 

preferred not to call a theory of definitions at all). Instead Popper found a new 

concept, or rather, revived one from antiquity to describe the good nominalist 

procedures in the form of diarrhesis as distinguished from the bad prophetic 

intuition and naming of essences that “Western” philosophy has derived from the 

tradition of Aristotle’s Posterior Analytics.     

36 

Definitions are seen by Popper as being for Aristotle “foundational proofs”. 

According to Aristotle then, from this knowledge (epistēmē) arrived at from 

inductive “proofs” (the apodixis), we are enabled to hold “essential definitions”.37

                                                 
35 See: Büttemeyer, W. “Popper on Definitions,” in Journal for General Philosophy of Science,  

36. 1. Netherlands: Springer, (2005), p. 17. Also see: Popper, K. The Open Society and Its 
Enemies, [1945], (1962), Vol. 2, pp. 15-28. In light of Popper’s admittedly rather sparse 
theoretical work on the notion of diarrhesis. Büttemeyer’s criticisms of Popper’s understanding 
of the problem of definitions on page 17 would need to be revised if it is to remain relevant. Not 
only is this another example of the importance of Popper’s letters of correspondence and latter 
posthumously published works for an understanding of Popper’s philosophy, it shows that the 
linguistic characteristics of Popper’s philosophy as a whole needed to be taken into account 
when viewing any individual text of his. 

 

Thus we have a positive solution to the problem of certain and secure knowledge. 

36 Popper, K. The World of Parmenides, (1998), p. 265. 
37 Popper, K. The World of Parmenides, (1998), pp. 244, 265, 275-277. Popper understood 

Aristotle to have taken this argument for essential definitions from Plato but to have attributed it 
to Socrates. 
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In a letter to Hayek dated 20th October 1964, Popper proposed a negative solution 

through the idea of diarrhesis from Plato’s Laws 932e.38 It is not clear from 

Popper’s letter how he derived his support for diarrhesis from this passage of 

Plato’s. However, it may relate to the way in which Plato proceeds to argue for a 

certain differentiation between two kinds of poisoning.39

The technical deficiency of Popper’s work here is particularly evident 

when compared to that of other philosophers of science concerned with 

epistemology who inherited a greater measure of scholasticism and Thomism, 

such as Tadeusz Kotarbiński. Popper’s work can often leave the reader baffled as 

to the reasons for his accepting, for example, one doctrine of Aristotle’s whilst 

rejecting another, or in trying to understand what Popper actually means by a 

certain term. Popper’s opposition to what he regarded as the “empty verbalism” of 

scholasticism, alongside his philosophical fallibilism and anti-essentialism and 

opposition to the professional philosophers may reveal the way that Popper 

dismissed to his own satisfaction such technical shortfalls. 

 Popper did not give any 

further evidential support from classical sources for his distinguishing of 

“diarrhesis” from “distinction”.  

40

The notion of diarrhesis is central to Popper’s theorising on “concrete” 

versus “abstract” in relation to groups and societies in The Open Society. This can 

be seen in a letter written to Hayek in 1964, in which the very notion of diarrhesis 

is taken from Plato, then used by Popper against Plato to combat his “revolt 

against freedom” in The Open Society.

   

41

                                                 
38 See: Letter to F. A. von Hayek. October 20th 1964. Karl-Popper-Sammlung. Box 3005.13. 

 This is a particularly important letter for 

39 Plato, The Laws: 932e: “We have already dealt with fatal injuries inflicted by the use of drugs, 
but we have not yet discussed any of the less harmful cases of voluntary and premeditated 
injury, inflicted by giving food or drink or by applying ointments. Full treatment of the question 
is hindered by the fact that so far as human beings are concerned, poisoning is of two kinds”. 

40 Letter of correspondence from Popper to Carnap, 5 July 1943, in: Popper, K. (2008), p. 91. 
41 Letter to F. A. von Hayek. October 20th 1964. Karl-Popper-Sammlung. Box 3005.13. Also see: 

Popper, K. The Open Society and Its Enemies, [1945], (1962), Vol 2, p. 21. 
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our understanding of how Popper developed his arguments and the rationale 

behind them. Firstly, Popper sets out in this letter to outline his distinction in 

social philosophy between abstract society and concrete groups. Popper initially 

drew the analogy between his social use of the distinction between “abstract” and 

“concrete”, and the way mathematical logicians understand these concepts.42 

Even though Popper too gained inspiration from the mathematical logicians in 

developing this distinction, he admitted that this similarity was more verbal than 

structural.  This is indicative of Popper’s awareness of the difficulties of taking 

formal knowledge from logic and applying it to the field of social analysis due to 

the process of transmitting this theory in which it loses its analytic grounds for 

validity or Geltungsgrund. Popper then introduced the notion of diarrhesis in 

order to emphasise the ad hocness of the distinction between abstract societies 

and concrete groups. In this way he protected himself from analytical criticisms of 

the logical incongruencies in his use of “concrete” and “abstract”. I argued in 

Chapter Four that Popper used Tarski’s work on truth to support his argument of 

the possibility of nominally defining truth. Popper’s use of the concept of 

diarrhesis can thus be seen as an extension of this line of reasoning by 

overcoming any logical and technical objection that can be raised by transferring 

a theory from the field of logic to a completely different field of knowledge. For 

Popper, ad hoc meant: “for this particular discussion of this particular problem, 

and thus “relative” to that problem”.43

                                                 
42 Letter to F. A. von Hayek. October 20th 1964. Karl-Popper-Sammlung. Box 3005.13 

 Through an acceptance of Plato’s term 

diarrhesis, Popper attempted to further support his argument for nominal 

definitions over essentialist definitions that he originally perceived was possible 

to argue for as a result of Tarski’s work on truth. 

43 Letter to F. A. von Hayek. October 20th 1964. Karl-Popper-Sammlung. Box 3005.13. 
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Popper states that “distinctions” (diarrhesis) “may be always refined, that 

is, carried one step further; but one should only do so if the needs of the 

discussion require it”.44 Ideally, through diarrhesis insoluble distinctions can be 

shown to develop for a particular problem situation and remain as hypothetical 

conjectures. This raises the further problem of whether Popper was justified in 

making the distinction between the concepts of “distinction” on the one hand and 

“diarrhesis” on the other, and whether diarrhesis for Popper is not just another 

form of definition. What Popper was aiming at with his understanding of 

diarrhesis appears in practice what Aristotle originally meant when he introduced 

the term “definition” which was intended as a statement regulating the extension 

of the designate of a given name.45

However, for Popper the Aristotelian origins of the problem of definitions 

occurs in Aristotle’s understanding of induction not as being a “method of 

inferring natural laws from particular individual instances” which he associated 

with the inductivism of the Vienna Circle, “but a method by which we are guided 

to the point whence we can intuit or perceive the essence or the true nature of a 

thing”.

  

46 In this way Popper saw Aristotle’s inductivism as being in accordance 

with Socrates’ maieutic which aims to help lead to anamnēsis which is the power 

of seeing the true nature or essence of a thing.47

                                                 
44 Letter of Correspondence: Popper to Hayek, 20th October, 1964, p. 2. This stopping point of the 

minimum needs of a problem situation, reflects Popper’s position of restricting his ontology to 
“three worlds” rather than allowing for an ontology of worlds 4, 5, etc. See: Popper, K. 
Knowledge and The Mind-Body Problem, (1994a).  

 However, this anamnēsis would 

eventuate in the modern inductivism of Bacon and Cartesian intellectualism and 

45 Kotarbiński, T. Gnosiology, (1966), p. 48. Kotarbiński’s attitude towards the role of definitions 
in relation to sound scientific methodology is also a more technically worded reflection of 
Popper’s position. For Kotarbiński, “It is therefore not surprising that in fixing certain scientific 
terminology those experts who also have a good methodological training do not search too 
diligently for analytic definitions”. (p. 46)  

46 Popper, K. Conjectures and Refutations, (1963a), p. 12. 
47 Popper, K. Conjectures and Refutations, (1963a), p. 12. 
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the problems of definitions.48 Popper explained this by suggesting that Baconian 

and Aristotelian induction is fundamentally the same as the Socratic maieutic,49 

through its preparation of the mind by cleansing it of prejudices in order to 

recognise the manifest truth of the “open book of Nature”.50 In the same way, 

Descartes’ method of systematic doubt destroys all false prejudices of the mind 

and aims to arrive at the “unshakable basis of self-evident truth”.51

Popper’s contextualisation of an ancient tradition of diarrhesis should be 

seen within the broader context of late nineteenth and early twentieth century 

debates in mathematics. Following Hilbert’s publication of Foundations of 

Geometry (1899) a debate arose out of a series of letters of correspondence 

between Hilbert and Frege concerning the nature of definitions. Frege’s view was 

that: 

  

…all [a definition] does in fact is to effect an alteration of expression…it is 
not possible to prove something new from a definition alone that would be 
unprovable without it…In fact considered from a logical point of view it 
stands out as something wholly inessential and dispensable.52

 
  

Popper’s attitude towards the non-essential nature of definitions is in keeping with 

Frege’s thought on the matter. However, Frege added to this that even though 

definitions are without logical significance, it does not imply that they are without 

psychological significance. Indeed for Frege, definitions are very likely essential 

from a practical, human point of view.53

                                                 
48 Popper, K. Conjectures and Refutations, (1963a), p. 12. 

  

49 According to Popper, Meno’s slave is helped by Socrates’ questioning to recapture the forgotten 
knowledge that his soul possessed in a pre-natal state of omniscience. The method employed 
towards this end was called the art of midwifery or maieutic in the Theaetetus. It is this 
optimistic epistemology of Plato’s that Popper saw as containing the germs of Descartes’ 
intellectualism and Aristotle’s and Bacon’s theory of induction. See: Popper, K. Conjectures 
and Refutations, (1963a), p. 16. 

50 Popper, K. Conjectures and Refutations, (1963a), p. 15. 
51 Popper, K. Conjectures and Refutations, (1963a), p. 15. 
52 See: Brown, J. Philosophy of Mathematics: An Introduction to the World of Proofs and 

Pictures. London, New York: Routledge. (1999), p. 97. Also see: Frege, G. Posthumous 
Writings, G. Gabriel et al., eds. Oxford: Blackwell. (1979). p. 208. 

53 Brown, J. Philosophy of Mathematics, (1999), p. 7. 
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This understanding of contextual or nominal definitions, would lead 

Popper to treat definitions as objective matters of convention in individual and 

group decision making. A differing of subjective opinions concerning a definition 

ought not to constitute incompatible frameworks for problem solving; this for 

Popper was a myth.54 Through making further distinctions rather that facing a 

subjective quagmire of definitions, we can continue to solve problems by 

overcoming individual misunderstandings and individual fallibilism. According to 

James Robert Brown, Hilbert’s position was understood by Kuhn and 

Feryerabend to be part of a more general theory of meaning known as 

incommensurability. Brown states that according to the doctrine of 

incommensurability, when we change our beliefs, such as our theories or our 

axioms, we change the very meaning of the terms involved and that the contextual 

definition and incommensurability go hand in hand.55

In relation to social theory, Popper attempted to demonstrate in his 1964 

letter to Hayek how our approach to problems and disputes in social theory cannot 

rely on discussions centered upon fixed definitions, but upon ad hoc diarrheses. 

By referring to a debate centring upon the distinction between “abstract societies” 

and “concrete groups” Popper aimed to show that this duality is ad hoc and 

problem situated. This is the case even if such a distinction between “abstract 

societies” and “concrete groups” is sociologically well established and 

 Thus, from Popper’s letters 

in which he presented his understanding of diarrhesis, we can see that Popper 

along with Kuhn and Feyerabend inherited Hilbert’s contextual solution to the 

problem of definitions. 

                                                 
54 For a discussion of the notion of myth in Popper’s thought see: Agassi, J. A Philosopher’s 

Apprentice, (1993), p. 83. 
55 Brown, J. Philosophy of Mathematics, (1999), p. 98. Also see: Frege, G. Posthumous Writings, 

(1979), p. 13. Here Hilbert stated that: “[E]ach axiom contributes something to the definition, 
and therefore each new axiom alters the concept. ‘Point’ is always something different in 
Euclidean, non-Euclidean, Archimedean, and non-Archimedean geometry respectively”.  
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discursively important. For Popper this dualism could be treated by further 

distinctions, that is further ad hoc diarrheses. Popper did this by comparing his 

distinction between abstract societies and concrete groups with abstract and 

concrete, that is “interpreted”, formalised theoretical systems, such as the 

formalised projective geometry of Hilbert and Bernay’s Grundlagen der 

Mathematik.56

After discussing this geometrical system Popper then went on to make 

what he regarded as a “somewhat feeble analogy”:  

 An abstract system with points x, y and z can be interpreted 

differently according to the use of the predicate variables Gr (Gerade) or Zw 

(Zwischen). Hence, Gr (x, y, z) may be interpreted to mean that “the points x, y, z 

lie on a straight line”. Zw (x, y, z) may be interpreted as “the point x lies between y 

and z on a straight line”. However, there are many other possible interpretations 

or “realizations” such as Gr (y, x, z)  which means: “The three straight lines x, y 

and z have one point in common” and Zw (x, y, z) to mean: “The straight lines, x, 

y and z which have one point in common are so arranged that x lies between y and 

z”. Thus, a formal system in which the two possible interpretations (or 

“realizations”) share can be regarded as “abstract” if we are noncommittal in 

relation to an interpretation. If we have a definite interpretation in mind it 

becomes “concrete”.  

The individual persons (or most of them) constituting a group are, as it were, 
‘constants’: the group changes if they change. The individuals constituting  
an ‘abstract society’ are, as it were, ‘variables’, from the point of view of the 
society. Nothing needs to change if one is substituted for another (provided 
he is qualified to fulfil the other’s function). This is due to the fact that the 
concrete group is a system of personal relations while my (ideal) abstract 
society is one of relation between impersonal functions or ‘posts’: anybody 
qualified to fill a post may be substituted for anybody else.57

 
 

                                                 
56 Letter of Correspondence: Popper to Hayek, 23rd October, 1964, p. 2. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, 

Box  3005.13 Letters. Hayek 1940-47. 
57 Letter of Correspondence: Popper to Hayek, 23rd October, 1964, p. 3. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, 

Box  3005.13 Letters. Hayek 1940-47. 
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 Not only is this a classical example of Popper’s methodological anti-

essentialism in the form of an opposition to fixed and essential definitions, it is 

also an important instance of the way his metaphysical realism operated at the 

time of his letter in providing argumentative support for or against a non-testable 

or irrefutable social theory. Besides this geometrical argument which was applied 

as a transcendental hypothesis in support of a social problem, Popper also used 

arguments from biology, cosmology, logic and mathematics for such purposes. In 

short, any argument from empirically or formally validated knowledge could be 

of argumentative use to our understanding of society. This ad hoc property 

attributed to the notion of diarrhesis, can be of great use in relation to social, 

political, aesthetic and moral disputes, in overcoming the disputants inability to 

agree on a point. Kotarbiński however, understood the notion of “definition” 

without the essentialist moral baggage that Popper associated with the notion of 

definition. As Kotarbiński understood the ad hoc nature as a feature of the theory 

of definitions, Popper’s notion of diarrhesis seems altogether unnecessary, and 

further, as being the result of his personal convictional concerns relating to 

essentialism more than anything else.58

                                                 
58 Kotarbiński stated that: “Therefore, whenever a verbal controversy is protracted because the 

meaning of a term used by both parties is obscure, instead of striving for an analytic definition 
of that term with respect to some received meaning, for which the disputants grope about in a 
penumbra and fail to grasp in a clear-cut formula, the best way of settling the matter is that each 
disputant should choose, for the purpose of the discussion, a clear meaning of the term and that 
they should communicate to one another their own stipulative definitions or, possibly, choose a 
common one. Of course, the choice cannot be quite arbitrary, if they do not want to run off the 
rails of the dispute. But it usually happens that the meanings which the disputants have in mind, 
while not identical one with another and with the average received meaning, will prove to come 
quite close to the latter”. Kotarbiński, T. Gnosiology, (1966), p. 47. 

 The greater problem also remains that 

some disputes in the social sciences concerning the objectivity of an event or 

circumstance, cannot be overcome no mater how much we redefine a given 

problem situation. Popper’s understanding of the myth of the framework was an 

attempt to show that this melancholic outcome was not in principle the case. We 
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should note that although Popper supported an ad hoc approach to definitions he 

was opposed to ad hoc or auxiliary hypotheses. Popper stated that: “New theories 

have, and must have, excess content which is, but should not be, gradually 

infected by ad hoc adaptations”.59

From an understanding of this notion of diarrhesis we can gain important 

clues into Popper’s understanding of objectivity and how objective knowledge 

grows conjecturally through what Bühler called the ‘argumentative’ or 

‘explanatory’ function of language.

 Given the importance of definitions for 

hypotheses, particularly in debates in the humanities and social sciences, Popper’s 

stance here may not be the best reflection of the use of definitions in the social 

sciences and political discourse. His insistence upon ad hoc definitions may be 

seen to reflect his preoccupation with opposing scholasticism. 

60

                                                 
59 See: Feyerabend, P. Against Method, (1975), pp. 93, 99. For further criticism of Popper 

opposition on ad hoc hypotheses see: Lakatos, I. “Falsification and the Methodology of 
Scientific Research Programmes”, in Lakatos, Imre and Allan Musgrave Eds. Criticism and the 
Growth of Knowledge, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, (1970). 

 As Tarski emphasised the logical 

impossibility of the consistent use of a concept in colloquial language, Popper 

was able, however, with a revision of Bühler’s theory of language function to 

develop a theory of objectivity which appeared to Popper to cohere with Tarski’s 

work. Using the transcendental method, Popper was able to take formal or 

analytical insights from Tarski and integrate them into an empirical theory of 

linguistic communication derived from Bühler. Popper’s ‘negativism’ was not the 

result of the direct influence of Tarski. Rather his negativism was based upon the 

presupposition that knowledge grows, yet we cannot hold any positive concepts or 

definitions as being true in the most absolute sense. Tarski’s role is best seen as 

enabling an epistemological optimism within a sceptical framework. As such, 

Tarski’s work provides a central component of Popper’s critique of the 

60 For Popper’s development of Bühler’s theory of language function see: Popper, K. Knowledge 
and The Mind-Body Problem, (1994a), p. 84. 
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authoritarian understanding of the ability to possess a known conception of truth 

from which one can remodel humanity and society.  

 

4. Negativism 

 

Popper’s adherence to Hume’s scepticism in the Logik was based upon his 

understanding of Hume’s refutation of inductive proof. That is, from the strictly 

logical perspective we can have no justification in generalising from instances we 

have experienced to the prediction of future experiences.61 There is an element of 

uncertainty in all of our knowledge, which for Popper undermines the logical 

place of probability within the process of prediction (however, it is not to say that 

probability does not play a psychological part in the process of making 

predictions as a part of our store of background information).62 Popper’s 

philosophy, particularly his social and political arguments such as his 

‘negativism’, derive much of their support from Hume’s arguments concerning 

inductive proof.63

                                                 
61 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, (1959), p. 84. 

 An important consequence of this Humean argument in favour 

of indeterminism, is that whenever two people used the same word they can never 

exactly hold the same conception in mind. If one accepts this, one solution 

becomes a relativism where each and every conception is ascribed an equal 

validity, or a ‘negativism’ in which a minimal content of agreement between 

concepts is seen to be a valid carrier of objectivity when seen in relation to an 

immediate problem situation at hand. The position of relativism was unacceptable 

62 For an account of Popper’s “whiff of inductivism” see: Agassi, J. A Philosopher’s Apprentice, 
(1993). 

63 It is not surprising that Popper’s fallibilism and negativism may have influence Hayek given 
their shared Kantianism. For example, Shearmur attributed to Hayek “the strange situation of 
being a consequentialist who thinks that we cannot say much about consequences; a view which 
is reinforced by some of his writings about the methodology of the social sciences”. See: 
Shearmur, J. The Political Thought of Karl Popper, (1996a), p. 3. 
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to Popper due to the error associated with the possibility of ascribing truth to any 

potential concept, the consequences of which he believed are morally abhorrent.64

Popper’s political philosophy has the fundamental feature that it cannot 

hold concepts, definitions and theories to be universally true. This is best 

understood when we try to imagine that Popperian concepts are understood 

according to Frege’s ontological separation of a thought from the process of 

thinking.

  

65 Thus, a mental object such as a concept that is a psychological entity, 

is comprised of predications that change over time and may not be intuited by the 

thinking individual himself or herself. Popper’s position is in agreement with 

Quine’s argument in Word and Object (1960) that we ought to give up the quest 

for meaning in an atomistic sense.66 It also reflects the later thought of 

Wittgenstein in the Philosophical Investigations, in which he turned his attention 

away from thinking in isolation about “words and their meaning” (exemplified in 

his earlier Tractatus), and instead focused on their use in specific language 

games.67

Popper was unaware of Wittgenstein’s post-Tractatus writings, yet as a 

result of his exposure to Bühler’s theories on communicative language functions, 

Popper arrived at positions very close to those of Wittgenstein’s Philosophical 

Investigations. Hence, at the time of the infamous “poker incident” at the 

Cambridge Moral Sciences Club in 1946, they were by then drawing towards 

similar philosophical positions concerning language, and an understanding that 

  

                                                 
64 Popper’s opposition to relativism, reflects similar arguments held by Julius Kraft from whom 

Popper was clearly emdebted in this regard. See: Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), p. 
21. Also see: Kraft, J. Von Husserl zu Heidegger, (1957), p. 17, note 7. For Popper’s discussion 
on relativism see his lectures “On Toleration” (1981) and “The Critical Attitude in Medicine” 
(1983) in: Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), pp. 313-328, 340-354. 

65 See: Popper, K. “Epistemology Without a knowing Subject”, in Objective Knowledge, (1972), 
p. 109. 

66 Quine, W. Word and Object, New York: John Wiley and Sons, (1960), pp. 206-209. 
67 See: Wittgenstein, L. Philosophical Investigations. G. E. M. Anscombe, Trans. Oxford: Basil 

Blackwell, [1953], (1968). Also see: Wittgenstein, L. Tractatus Logico-Philosophicus, [1922], 
2001.  
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our knowledge does not begin with observations. Yet as knowledge is conceived 

as growing in relation to individuals engaged in an effort to find progressively 

better solutions, such knowledge can be true “for us”. We can hold them as true 

for the purpose of critical discussion as agreed upon conventions, that is, the best 

possible concept or definition, for the purpose of dealing with the problem 

pertaining to it at a certain time. We can also hold a concept to be true in the sense 

of functioning as regulative ideals towards which our knowledge develops.68

But as for certain truth, no man has known it,  

 The 

content of the name that we use to denote a concept however, remains 

unknowable. This philosophical indeterminism is best exemplified in Popper’s 

translation of the B34 poem by Xenophanes in The World of Parmenides:  

Nor will he know it; neither of the gods 

Nor yet of all the things of which I speak. 

And even if by chance he were to utter  

The perfect truth, he would himself not know it; 

For all is but a woven web of guesses.69

 

 

 We can see two developed understandings of truth in Popper’s mature 

philosophy. The former correspondence understanding of the objective truth of a 

concept was theoretically developed by Popper in a letter to Hayek in the form of 

the concept of diarrhesis. Popper hoped diarrhesis would, at least at a practical 

problem-solving level, replace the immutability of eternally secured definitions.70

                                                 
68 See: Popper, K. Conjectures and Refutations, [1963], (1989), p 229. Here Popper stated that: 

“The very idea of error — and of fallibility — involves the idea of an objective truth as the 
standard of which we may fall short. (It is in this sense that the idea of truth is a regulative 
idea.)”.  

 

69 Popper, K. The World of Parmenides, (1998), p. 46. Also see: Popper, K. The Two Fundamental 
Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 110. 

70 Letter of Correspondence: Popper to Hayek, 20th October, 1964. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 
3005.13 Letters. Hayek 1940-47. 
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The second notion of truth as a regulative ideal is reflective of Popper’s 

Kantianism. We can use the word ‘true’ but the concepts, theories or definitions 

that we create and agree upon can never really be ‘true’. What is most unique 

about Popper’s Kantianism in this sense is that he gives an evolutionary 

explanation for the regulative ideal or ideas, thus understanding truth as an 

evolutionary derived function of human language. In Objective Knowledge (1972) 

Popper described the interaction in which regulative ideals come into being in the 

human mind according to the Bühlerian higher order language functioning:  

Like the descriptive use of language, the argumentative use has led to the 
evolution of ideal standards of control, or of ‘regulative ideas’ (using a 
Kantian term): the main regulative idea of the descriptive use of language is 
truth (as distinct from falsity); and that of the argumentative use of language, 
in critical discussion, is validity (as distinct from invalidity).71

 
 

Popper here used the psycholinguistic theory of Karl Bühler to give a 

contemporary scientific explanation, in effect to rehabilitate Kant’s notion of 

regulative ideas. In this way an explanation and definition of truth can be given 

for practical purposes of human decision-making without interfering with the 

unfathomable depths of this notion. The correspondence theory through its 

exclusion of subjective and psychological modes of understanding and belief is 

not reflective of what is often meant in ordinary language when the word truth is 

invocated. However, the correspondence theory is in actuality referring to 

argumentative validity rather than truth per se.  What is left of truth (minus its 

argumentative validity) is a Parmenidean unknown that we cannot substantiate. 

With this limitation and delineation between the descriptive function-truth and the 

argumentative function-validity we can see more accurately what we are actually 

doing when we speak of truth in regard to argumentative statements of validity. 

Thus, with caution we can know how we ought to proceed in creating arguments 

                                                 
71 Popper, K. Objective Knowledge, (1972), p. 237. 



 181 

where the notion of truth is invoked. Statements that can be said to be true in the 

ordinary language of political and social theory are true only in Tarski’s sense of 

satisfying a minimal criterion of satisfaction expressed in the form of Convention 

T.  

 

5. The Problem of Meaning 

 

Popper could not accept Wittgenstein’s view in the Tractatus that 

statements between language and the world are senseless and that one cannot say 

what can only be “shown”. This position, that questions about meaning can be 

answered through the syntactic relations of statements without involving an extra-

linguistic reality was most elaborately developed in Carnap’s Logische Syntax der 

Sprache (1934).72

Popper’s stance on the problem of meaning was similar to Ajdukiewicz’s 

who also followed Frege’s steps in distinguishing between sense and reference.

 This syntactical and logical-positivist orientation for analytical 

philosophy was unacceptable to Popper. As I have argued in Chapter Three, 

Popper acquired this scientific realist mindset from his earliest work at the 

Pedagogic Institute. His commitment not to accept any non-classical 

understanding of the theory of truth, that is, a theory other than the 

correspondence theory, is in keeping with the mindset of the scientifically 

orientated neo-Kantians.  

73 

Frege thought of meanings not as objects, but as a property of expressions 

determined by the existence of rules governing their employment.74

                                                 
72 See: Carnap, R. Logische Syntax der Sprache. Vienna: Julius Springer, (1934). 

 The way that 

both Ajdukiewicz and Popper, similarly yet independently, chose to proceed to 

73 Ajdukiewicz, K. Problems and Theories of Philosophy, (1973), p. xv. 
74 Ajdukiewicz, K. Problems and Theories of Philosophy, (1973), p. xv. 
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view meaning was not to secure a fixed definition for a word which was then 

agreed upon and accepted conventionally, but to accept the spontaneous and 

evolving nature of meaning formation.75 This is the case for pure geometry which 

endows primitive terms such as “sphere” with the definition, “is a solid in which 

there is a point equaldistant [sic.] from all the points on its surface”. However, 

Ajdukiewicz in Problems and Theories of Philosophy pointed out, as Popper did, 

that by defining a primitive term we face a problem of infinite regress as we 

attempt to secure a meaning for the definition.76 Instead of trying to give meaning 

to a definition of a word, both Ajdukiewicz and Popper accepted an evolutionary 

approach to meaning whereby it is understood that each of us, by learning a 

language in early childhood, have been introduced by our parents and teachers to 

a definitive way of understanding the words of the language.77 For Ajdukiewicz 

“by listening to adults’ utterances produced in different situations, we have 

acquired an ability to use these expressions in the same way and thereby we have 

learned how to understand these utterances as adults understand them”.78

As Popper received a similar theory of language acquisition from his 

supervisor Karl Bühler, it is not surprising that he supported the semantic 

approach to the problems of truth and meaning akin to Ajdukiewicz’s. This 

semantic orientation was open to the possibility of incorporating theoretical work 

from the natural sciences such as behavioural and cognitive psychology and 

evolutionism. In this way, meaning is seen as a product of a function of human 

language and with it objectivity occurs organically in an inter-subjective problem-

solving context. Thus Popper concludes time and again with the assertion that, we 

  

                                                 
75 For Popper’s arguments against conventionalism see: Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific 

Discovery, [1959], (1968), pp. 57-61.  
76 Ajdukiewicz, K. Problems and Theories of Philosophy, (1973), p. 33. 
77 Ajdukiewicz, K. Problems and Theories of Philosophy, (1973), p. 33. 
78 Ajdukiewicz, K. Problems and Theories of Philosophy, (1973), p. 34. 
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ought not to get bogged down in questions of words and their meaning. It is only 

in direct relation to the process of a problem situation in which we attempt to 

reduce error and by extension harm that we form meaning and accept the meaning 

on the basis of a correct or successful outcome.79 It is in this light that Popper’s 

criticism of Plato in The Open Society ought to be seen. By and large Popper 

continued many aspects of Plato’s philosophy, after all he credited Plato for 

having discovered his World 3.80 However, in order to combat the harm caused 

by totalitarian and fascist regimes Popper believed that a ‘critical interpretation’, 

in other words, a textual mode of refutation of each and every possible 

justification for the harmful thesis was necessary.81

 This understanding of what constitutes meaning for Ajdukiewicz and 

Popper is remarkably similar to that developed by Wittgenstein in the 

Philosophical Investigations (1953). As I have shown earlier Popper arrived at 

this understanding of meaning in relation to his philosophy of language as a result 

of directly appropriating much of the thought of Bühler’s Die Krise der 

Psychologie (1927) in which an attempt to reform psychology was made by 

providing foundational axioms for linguistics.

  

82

                                                 
79 The connection between error and harm in Popper’s ethical thought is dealt with in greater depth 

in the following section.  

 The understanding of the concept 

of meaning that Popper, Ajdukiewicz and the late Wittgenstein were attempting to 

develop, as Bühler had before them, was one that required an understanding of 

80 However, Plato’s forms are eternal, whereas the objects of Popper’s World 3 are human 
constructions are not eternal. See: Miller, D. Out of Error, (2006), p. 35. Popper’s idea of the 
“open society” follows Kant’s understanding of the “commonwealth” as a concept of pure 
reason reflective of the Platonic ideal of the respublica noumenon. In this sense the very notion 
of the “open society” is further indicative of the central Kantian and Platonic influences of 
Popper’s political thought. See: Kant, I. “Is the Human Race Continually Improving”, in An 
Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment? Penguin: London (2009), p.82. 

81 For a discussion of ‘critical interpretation’ see: Weinstein, D., and Zakai, A. “Exile and 
interpretation: Popper’s re-invention of the history of political thought”, (2006), p. 195. Where it 
is argued that ‘critical interpretation’ is simply scientific ‘critical rationalism’ as applied to 
written texts instead of nature.  

82 See; Popper, K.“Zur Methodenfrage der Denkpsychologie”, in Frühe Schriften, (2006), p. 190. 
Also see: Bühler, K. Die Krise der Psychologie, [1927], (1978), p. 29.  
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objectivity that was inter-subjectively grounded in an understanding of linguistic 

communication as action. In following Frege, this notion of objectivity would be 

secured without recourse to subjective, intentional, or psychologistic sources.  

This idea is expressed in Popper’s stricture, “knowledge without the 

knowing subject”.83 The later Wittgenstein also moved towards a similar 

understanding of securing the truth for meaning when he articulated the thesis of 

the impossibility of what he called private languages. For Wittgenstein in 

Philosophical Investigations (1953), we are all bound by the social rules of our 

language games or Sprachspiele, even reading cannot escape the public rule 

obeying requirements of language, thus it cannot be a “private” activity.84 

However, the differences between the Popper-Bühler position on language and 

that of Wittgenstein in his Philosophical Investigations are more procedural and 

methodological rather than philosophical. In methodological terms Popper is more 

closely akin to the work of Quine who, according to Saul Kripke, saw the 

philosophy of language within a hypothetical framework of behaviouristic 

psychology, in this way treating problems about meaning as problems concerning 

dispositional behaviour rather than through Wittgensteinian introspective thought 

experiments.85

 However, the justification for Wittgenstein’s opposition to a private 

language very closely reflects some of Popper’s arguments concerning 

 For Wittgenstein, we could not speak a private language, that is, 

we could not point inward to some private experience and name that experience. 

                                                 
83 Popper, K. Objective Knowledge, (1972), p. 106. 
84 Wittgenstein, L. Philosophical Investigations, (1953), Proposition 5:7. Also see: Philosophical 

Investigations, p. 81. Proposition 202; for the impossibility of meaning for private languages as 
resulting from a practical understanding of meaning formation: “And hence also ‘obeying a 
rule’ is a practice. And to think one is obeying a rule is not to obey a rule. Hence it is not 
possible to obey a rule ‘privately’: otherwise thinking one was obeying a rule would be the same 
thing as obeying it”. For a discussion on the impossibility of private languages for Wittgenstein 
see: McGinn, C. “Wittgenstein on Meaning: An Interpretation and Evaluation”. in Aristotelian 
Society Series, Vol. 1. Oxford: Basil Blackwell. (1984), pp. 47-49.      

85 Kripke, S. Wittgenstein on Rules and Private Language: An Elementary Exposition. Cambridge: 
Harvard University Press, (1982), p. 56. 
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“knowledge in the objective sense” and Ajdukiewicz’s arguments concerning 

“rational inter-subjective distance from the object”.86 For Wittgenstein, unless we 

can appeal to some larger social gathering there is no difference between my 

thinking that I am actually using the word correctly and my actually using the 

word correctly.87 Wittgenstein postulated that the social character of rules 

determine the rejection of the idea of private languages which is similar to 

Popper’s subjective and non-falsifiable grasping at a description of an object of 

inquiry which he would then say “could not be taken too seriously”.88

Despite these similarities between the philosophy that Popper slowly 

developed throughout his life and the positions of Wittgenstein in the 

Philosophical Investigations, there remained in the end one major theoretical 

distinction between the two philosophers. According to Oswald Hanfling, 

Wittgenstein reversed the traditional priority of knowledge over action.

 For 

Wittgenstein the sum total of the use of words in their various language games 

determine a word’s meaning. For the later Wittgenstein language is a form. 

Popper however, took a more extreme emergent ontological position by positing 

that language can be said to have independent existence separate from an 

individual knowing subject. 

89 In 

Wittgenstein’s On Certainty (1969) the end-point for justification does not 

concern whether our propositions are immediately seen to be true, rather it 

concerns the acting which lies at the bottom of the language-game”.90

                                                 
86 Popper, K. Objective Knowledge, (1972), p. 106. 

 

Wittgenstein’s last work, which he wrote on his death bed, refuted the idea in the 

87 Wittgenstein, L. Philosophical Investigations, (1953), p. 81. Proposition 202. 
88 See for example: Popper, K. Auf der Suche nach einer besseren Welt, (2004), p. 245. Also see: 

Karl-Popper-Sammlung: Box 50-17: page 14 “Meine Hypothese…ist natürlich nicht 
uberprüfbar. Historische Parallelen sollte man nie zu Ernst nehmen”.  

89 Hanfling, O. Wittgenstein’s Later Philosophy. New York: State University of New York Press, 
(1989), p. 164. 

90 Wittgenstein, L. Philosophical Investigations, (1953), p. 81, Proposition 204. 
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Western intellectual tradition going back to Plato that any meaningful human 

behaviour must somehow be the expression of an implicit theory that we hold. 

Wittgenstein came to the radical conclusion that we just act, we do not need to 

appeal to ideas.91 For Wittgenstein, it was not the case that there is an implicit 

theoretical structure to action. There is a stark contrast between this final position 

of Wittgenstein and the thesis held by Popper that all our action is theory 

impregnated. For Popper, there could be no distinction between an “empirical 

language” and a “theoretical language” as “we are theorizing all the time”. For 

Popper, almost every statement that we make transcends experience.92

 

     

6. Ethical Principles and the Theory of Human Knowledge 

 

In recent years the previously neglected ethical basis for Popper’s 

philosophy has gained increasing attention. According to Hubert Kiesewetter the 

importance of an understanding of the ethical nature of Popperian thought is 

beginning to receive recognition, but a systematic inquiry into Popperian ethics 

remains to be written.93

                                                 
91 Hanfling, O. Wittgenstein’s Later Philosophy, (1989), p. 164. 

 Although such a systematic inquiry into Popperian ethics 

remains beyond the scope of this thesis, this section will tease out some of the 

implications of his epistemology for his ethics. Any discussion of Popper’s ethics 

must take account of its complex relation to his epistemology. The ethical 

grounds for Popper’s objections to subjective sources of knowledge that have 

been discussed in this chapter had significant implications for his ethical as well 

as epistemological writings. 

92 Popper, K. “Appendix*X. Universals, Dispositions, and Natural or Physical Necessity”, in The 
Logic of Scientific Discovery. (1959), p. 423. For Popper: “even the most ordinary singular 
statements are always interpretations of ‘the facts’ in light of theories”.  

93 Kiesewetter, H. “Ethical Foundations of Popper’s Philosophy”, in O’ Hear, A. Ed. Karl Popper: 
Philosophy and Problems. Cambridge: Cambridge UP, (1995), pp. 275-288, 275. 
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Popper often expressed his subjective ethical convictions as 

epistemological principles.  In this way subjective justification or Begründung can 

be avoided in favour of an empirical Geltungsgrund.94 This Geltungsgrund or 

grounds for validity is drawn from the various scientific theories and arguments 

that also validate Popper’s broader problem-solving or trial and error philosophy. 

The strength of Popper’s arguments rests on a series of interconnected theories 

which developed from a philosophical world-view characterised by a combination 

of an ontological realism with a post-Kantian or Friesian epistemology. Popper 

developed his theses concerning human knowledge upon what he called ethical 

principles. The ethical principles outlined below are the non-epistemic values that 

have been emphasised by Stokes and play a vital role in the formation of Popper’s 

epistemology and methodology.95

Ethical principles:

 These include:  

96

  
 

 
1) The Principle of fallibility. Perhaps I am wrong and perhaps you are right; 

but, of course, we may both be wrong.97

 
 

2) The principle of rational discussion. We need to test critically and, of 
course, as impersonally as possible the various (criticisable) theories that 
are in dispute. 

 
3) The principle of approximation to truth. We can nearly always come 

closer to the truth with the help of such critical discussions; and we can 
nearly always improve our understanding, even in cases where we do not 
reach agreement. 

 

                                                 
94 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 14. 
95 Stokes, G. Popper, (1998). 
96 These “Ethical Principles” are presented as they appear in; Popper, K. “The Unknown 

Xenophanes”, in The World of Parmenides, (1998), p. 52.  
97 See: Popper, K.“Geschichte und Politik”, Alles Leben ist Problemlösen, (1994),  p. 161: “Man 

könnte wohl die rationalistische Einstellung folgendermaßen ausdrücken; vielleicht habe ich 
unrecht, und du hast recht, jedenfalls können wir beide hoffen, nach unserer Diskussion etwas 
klarer zu sehen als vorher, und jedenfalls können wir ja beide voneinander lernen, solange wir 
nur nicht vergessen, daß es nicht so sehr darauf ankommt, wer recht behält, als vielmehr darauf, 
der Wahrheit näherzukommen”.    
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From these ethical principles we can appreciate the extent to which 

Popper’s ethics were in line with Nelson’s rather than some of the other neo-

Kantians such as Hermann Cohen.98 Popper followed Nelson in what Julius Kraft 

refered to as the spirit rather than the letter of Kant.99 We can see that to the 

extent to which ethics feature in Popper’s work, they reflect Nelson’s Kantian 

spirit. Popper may not have developed a fully fledged ethical system, but his 

political works (following Nelson) are indicative of a protest against authoritarian 

certainties and non-authoritarian relativism.100

The vital role that Stokes has identified for the non-epistemic values of 

Popper’s ethical principles for the formation of this epistemology and 

methodology can be seen in Popper’s late presentation of eight points titled 

Theory of Human Knowledge.

   

101

                                                 
98 The above three ethical principles reveal that Popper’s understanding of ethics had much in 

common with the understanding of ethics as a scientific discipline outlined by Moritz Schlick in 
Problems of Ethics, New York: Dover Publications, Inc., [1930], ( 1939). This supports the 
thesis of the similarities between Popper and members of the Vienna Circle being the result of a 
shared Kantian background. Although Popper’s scientific approach towards ethics differed from 
Schlick on a number of methodological points, they nonetheless can both be seen to approach 
the study of ethics with a similar Kantian spirit. Schlick conceived of the possibility of ethics as 
a science, that is, as a purely theoretical system of knowledge concerned with the discovery of 
truth. This position of Schlick’s is reflective of Nelson’s rational ethics and Popper’s “realm of 
norms”. Schlick’s understanding of science as a theoretical system of knowledge would become 
a fundamental feature of Popper’s understanding of science as well as his latter theoretical 
approach to a study of society. In The Open Society, the possibility for making progress in the 
“realm of norms” also reflects Schlick’s influence of a descriptive scientific attitude towards a 
systematic ethics. 

 Popper followed these ethical principles by 

outlining Xenophanes’ theory of human knowledge. However, we may take 

Popper’s attribution of these theses to Xenophanes as a means of giving historical 

and cultural weight to his own epistemology. Popper stated that it was only 

because of his prior interaction with these epistemological theses that he was able 

to understand them in Xenophanes. Even though Popper was aware of the 

99 Kraft, J. “Introduction”, in L. Nelson, Socratic method and critical philosophy. Thomas K. 
Brown III., Trans. New Haven: Yale University Press, (1949), p. xi. 

100 Kraft, J. “Introduction”, in L. Nelson, (1949), p. xix.  
101 Popper’s eight point theory of human knowledge which he attributed to Xenophanes appears 

in: Popper, K. The World of Parmenides, (1998), pp. 48-49. It may be conjectured that there is 
something of a Wittgensteinian expressive quality to these eight points that is perhaps worthy of 
comparison with the opening lines of the Tractatus. 



 189 

Presocratic philosophers at the age of seventeen, the epistemology he ascribed to 

them was clearly a rendering of their thought within his own Kantian-Friesian 

epistemology. Thus the language used to render Xenophanes’ theory of 

knowledge was rendered in a way that reflected that which exists within Popper’s 

own thought. As the lecture in which these principles of knowledge appeared, The 

Unknown Xenophanes (1998), was a result of a posthumous compilation from his 

Nachlass, it indicates that this paper is reflective of the culmination of his 

epistemological thought. These principles are rendered here with a clarity and 

simplicity reflective of his later efforts to bring this critical rational tradition to the 

broader public and institutions of governance.    

 

Theory of Human Knowledge 
 

1) Our knowledge consists of statements. 
2) Statements are either true or false. 
3) Truth is objective. It is the correspondence of the content of a 

statement with the facts. 
4) Even when we express the most perfect truth, we cannot know this – 

that is, we cannot know it with certainty. We can never have sufficient 
reasons.  

5) Since ‘knowledge’ in the usual sense of the word is ‘certain 
knowledge’, there can be no knowledge. There can only be conjectural 
knowledge: ‘For all is but a woven web of guesses’. 

6) But in our conjectural knowledge there can be progress to something 
better. 

7) Better knowledge is a better approximation to the truth. 
8) But it always remains conjectural knowledge – a web of guesses.  

 

The compilation of these points, particularly the first three, show distinct 

verbal similarities to the opening propositions of Wittgenstein’s Tractatus. This 

theory of human knowledge reflects ethical positions that grew out of Bühler’s 

theory of inter-subjective communication and Tarski’s theory of truth. Popper’s 

understanding of conjectural knowledge as a “web of guesses” is an apt 

description of the way the theories and concepts of his later ontological and 

political writings can be woven back to his earlier work in methodology, 
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cognitive psychology and education. Chapter Eight will look at the way in which 

Popper used this web of conjectural theories and arguments to create forceful 

social arguments and criticisms, as exemplified by lectures such as The Place of 

Mind in Nature (1982). 

 

7. Conclusion 

 

This chapter has shown how important Popper’s letters of correspondence 

are in giving us a deeper understanding of the reasoning behind his published 

theories and arguments. We can see the extent to which Popper adamantly held to 

an opposition of essentialism to the extent that he even opposed the conventional 

understanding of giving fixed definitions. This attitude has its origins in Die 

beiden Grundprobleme in Popper’s problematic ability to theorise about our 

ability to ever be certain of any of our knowledge without falling into a morally 

objectionable relativism. In this way we can see that a moral concern was the 

decisive feature in determining the direction of Popper’s theoretical work and his 

argumentation. Popper presented his subjective and ethical convictions in the 

guise of epistemological conclusions drawn from empirical or scientifically 

demonstrable knowledge taken from various fields from which general 

epistemological conclusions were drawn. It is because Popper presented his 

personal ethics in epistemological terminology that his personal, subjective 

convictions and his epistemology are in complete agreement. The next chapter 

explores the way Popper developed an ontology out of his epistemology. 
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Chapter Six 
 Realism and Objectivism      

 
 
 

1. Introduction 

 

 Popper’s so-called metaphysical turn associated with his writing after 

Conjectures and Refutations (1963), and exemplified by Objective Knowledge: 

An Evolutionary Approach (1972), involved a switch in his philosophical 

concerns from methodological to ontological problems, without ever completely 

abandoning the former.1

This thesis supports Popper’s argument that his ontology was not an 

“ontology” in the true sense of the world.

  As such we can regard Popper’s ontology as reflecting a 

continuation of his methodological concerns. His ontology aimed to explain how 

transcendental or metaphysical entities are an integral part of our linguistic 

communication.  

2

                                                 
1 Popper, K. Objective Knowledge, (1972). 

  This becomes clearer when we 

observe the way that Popper’s ontology is mutually supportive of his broader 

methodological arguments, which in turn underpin many of his social arguments. 

Popper’s so called “ontology” was, I conjecture, part of a broader sociology of 

knowledge which unites Popper’s thought on scientific methodology with his 

“ontological” thought and later writings on various social, cultural, historical and 

political topics in the humanities. This perspective explains how Popper’s early 

scientific and methodological thought, ontology and political thought all come 

together in many of the arguments of his later lectures (which will be explored 

2 Eccles, J., and K. Popper. The Self and Its Brain, (1977), p. 4. 
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further in Chapter Eight). Ian Jarvie gives the example of the way Popper chose to 

“gloss” his later theories of World 3 and objective knowledge in metaphysical 

rather than sociological terms. Jarvie explains this as resulting from Popper not 

having fully developed or thought through an implicit sociology of science that 

was crucial to his epistemology.3

From a methodological perspective, Popper’s ontological thought 

exemplifies his continual use and increasing support for the transcendental 

hypothesis and an appreciation of the possibility for broadening the horizon of 

rational non-scientific argumentation. From his ontological hypotheses we can 

gauge the extent to which transcendental hypotheses can be used to create non-

testable theories that are worthy of intellectual pursuit. Popper believed these non-

testable theories resulting from transcendental hypotheses are important to 

investigate because they are a clear exemplification of theories relating to science 

that he nonetheless knew were unfalsifiable. Such non-testable theories pertaining 

to our scientific knowledge of the empirical world can never constitute scientific 

knowledge from the strict perspective of Popper’s own epistemology. For Popper 

this circumstance would result in the belief that we can never know whether 

theories created by the transcendental method are correct. Nevertheless they may 

 By discussing Popper’s ontology alongside his 

social and scientific thought, a more coherent insight can be gained into the way 

that the central critical-rational philosophical positions of his thought are 

manifested in differing guises depending on the discipline he was working in at 

the time. Such a philosophical unity on the fundamental positions of critical 

rationalism, rather than procedural or methodological unity, enabled Popper, at 

least in his non-falsifiable work in the humanities to draw support from his work 

in a wide array of disciplines.  

                                                 
3 Jarvie, I. “Popper’s Continuing Relevance”, in Cohen, R. S. and Z. Parusniková (eds.), 

Rethinking Popper, (2009), p. 219. 
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well prove illuminating and could lead to the discovery of new problems and 

theories that would otherwise have remained dormant.     

This chapter explores the ontological turn in Popper’s thought. The 

chapter begins in Section Two with an exploration into what Popper actually 

understood as “metaphysics” and how this is related to his Kantian understanding 

of cognition. Section Three explores Popper’s “cosmology” and the way this 

functions metaphysically by integrating the various aspects of his epistemology. 

Section Four discusses an important yet highly contentious Popperian theory, that 

is, his theory of objective mind or “World 3”. The historical context of this 

ontology within a Kantain tradition is explored and criticisms of Popper’s World 

3 ontology are evaluated. Section Five builds on the previous section by 

examining in greater depth Popper’s understanding of reality and how this relates 

to the ontological concern of what kinds of entities can be considered to be 

objects. Section Six discusses Popper’s anti-essentialist arguments from a 

metaphysical perspective by observing his scientific realism in relation to his 

fallibilism. Section Seven looks at what Popper’s theory of “numerical 

propensities” reveals about his metaphysical arguments on essentialism.     

 

2. Popper’s Metaphysical Turn 

 

For Popper metaphysics did not have a single meaning. In a broad sense, 

Popper referred to metaphysics as any non-falsifiable theory reflecting the 

influence of the Vienna Circle’s positivism.4

                                                 
4 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, [1959], (1968), p. 11-13. 

 Further, metaphysics could be used 

by Popper to refer to the innocuous “universals” ever present in our basic 

statements. It could also refer to harmful metaphysical theories associated with 
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Freud and psychoanalysis. Due to Popper’s view that objects included the non-

physical contents of our thoughts, he often spoke of things being both 

“ontological” and “metaphysical” interchangeably.5

In a very neo-Kantian manner of linking philosophy with the latest 

developments in science, Popper teamed up with John Eccles to produce The Self 

and Its Brain: An Argument for Interactionism (1977). Here Popper concerned 

himself primarily with the theses of his World 3 pluralism elaborating upon the 

things and their properties that exist within such worlds. However, Popper 

became attuned to the possibility that the traditional epistemological problems 

that he dealt with, particularly those concerned with how we acquire new 

knowledge thorough an understanding of an active problem-solving mind, could 

with Eccles’s help, be treated in a more scientific fashion.  

  

Popper’s early psychology sought to integrate the kind of knowledge we 

can possess through an integration of a Selzian active problem-solving mind with 

Bühler’s evolutionary theory of language function. However, when Popper 

returned to his earlier Würzburgian influences later in life, he related it to the 

disciplinary needs of the field of neuroscience which required further anatomical 

explanations of brain function. The result is a peculiar example of Popper’s 

metaphysical realism at work in which Popper’s World 3 interactionism is 

reinterpreted to account for neurobiological functioning.6

                                                 
5 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, [1959], (1968), p. 459. 

 The effect of this is 

perplexing from a scientific standpoint and the role Popper gave to World 3 

within contemporary neurology only further problematises our understanding of 

what exactly this ‘world’ is and what kinds of objects it contains and properties it 

can exhibit. The problematic and undefined character of Popper’s World 3 

6 See diagram labelled Fig. E7 – 5, in Eccles J., and K. Popper, The Self and Its Brain, (1977), p. 
375. 
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appears to change and evolve as he applied this thesis to different problems. Ellis 

argues that: 

The idea that there is objective knowledge which may exist without a 
knowing subject may be attributed to the existence of the objective mode of 
speech. For what is supposed to be characteristic of objective knowledge is 
just that it contains no token reflexive reference to the speaker, or to the time 
or place of the speaker’s utterance, i. e. it is knowledge expressed in the 
objective mode. But the knowledge is the same however it may be expressed; 
and no special significance attaches to the manner of its expression. 
Therefore, to claim, as Popper does, that objective knowledge exists 
independently of knowing subjects, and that its generation is the sole concern 
of scientific inquiry, is unwarranted.7

 
 

We can respond to Ellis’s criticism by drawing attention to Popper’s 

unwillingness to deal with the problem of personal expression explored in the 

previous chapter. This would eventually lead to the development of what Ellis 

regarded as a flawed ontological position. However, a criticism such as Ellis’s 

must also appreciate Popper’s evolutionary and linguistic understanding of 

knowledge which equates knowledge with successful problem solving. For 

Popper there are different modes in which a single ‘knowledge’ operates. 

Knowledge in the objective sense is fundamentally the same knowledge that we 

refer to as knowledge in the subjective sense, however the distinction lies in the 

way this knowledge is viewed. This way of speaking of the one ‘knowledge’ in 

two distinct senses is in keeping with Kant’s understanding of Erkenntniß, 

exemplified by statements such as:  

If I make a complete abstraction of the content of knowledge, objectively 
considered, all knowledge is, from a subjective point of view, either 
historical or rational.8

 
 

This understanding of Erkenntniß is also exemplified by the following statement: 

                                                 
7 Ellis, B. Truth and Objectivity, (1990), p. 231. 
8 Kant, I. Critique of Pure Reason: §Transcendental Doctrine of Method: Ch 3, Section III, p. 534. 

(A835/B863), (1993 Meiklejohn Translation). Also see: Kant’s Kritik (2nd Edition), p. 651: 
“Wenn ich von allem Inhalte der Erkenntniß, objective betrachtet, abstrahire, so ist alles 
Erkenntniß subjectiv entweder historisch oder rational.”   
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Philosophy is the system of all philosophical knowledge. We must use this 
term in an objective sense, if we understand by it the archetype of all 
attempts at philosophizing, and the standard by which all subjective 
philosophies are to be judged.9

 
 

 Objective knowledge does not include the mental processes or thoughts of 

a knowing subject or individual in regard to the practical purposes of inter-

subjective problem-solving.10

Popper’s view of knowledge in the objective sense which is both inter-

subjective and lacking a single knowing subject is typical of the moral values of 

rationalists, that is, anti-irrationalist rather than apriorist to use Ajdukiewicz’s 

distinction.

 Knowledge and problem-solving change from the 

early expressive function that humans share with animals, to the types of 

knowledge that we can gain from the higher order language functions, including 

argumentative or explanatory functions.  

11 For Popper, knowledge in the objective sense is inter-subjective 

because it is understood as a property of the function of language at the “critical 

or argumentative” level, which is necessary on top of the more common 

understanding of objectivity as being part of the “descriptive” level. Although this 

description is not how Popper himself presented the inter-subjective aspect of 

objectivity, it is consistent with his later evolutionary epistemological thought 

which sought to integrate his understanding of science and methodology into 

Bühlerian hierarchically organised functions.12

                                                 
9 Kant, Critique of Pure Reason: §Transcendental Doctrine of Method: Ch 3, Section III, p. 535, 

(A837/B865), (1993 Meiklejohn Translation). Also see: Kant’s Kritik (2nd Edition), p. 653: 
“Das System aller philosophischen Erkenntniß ist nun Philosophie. Man muss sie objectiv 
nehmen, wenn man darunter das Urbild der Beurteilung aller Versuche zu philosophieren 
versteht, welche jede subjective Philosophie zu beurteilen dienen soll, deren Gebäude oft so 
mannigfaltig und so veränderlich ist.”  

 Thus, from Popper’s 

understanding of objectivity we can see the centrality of the influence of Bühler’s 

10 See: “Gespräch mit Sir Karl Popper”. 1975 June 1. Interview conducted by Conceptus staff (not 
published) Typscript. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Klagenfurt. Box: 167. 6. 

11 Ajdukiewicz, K. Problems and Theories of Philosophy, (1973), pp. 46-47. Even though Popper 
made room for “an irrational element” or “Einfühlung” for his scientific method, he cannot be 
said to be an irrationalist. See: Popper, K. [1959], (1962), pp. 8-9. 

12 Miller, D. Out of Error, (2006), p. 35. 
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linguistics in providing certain technical features. The value of inter-subjectively 

secured objectivity is explained by Ajdukiewicz as follows:  

…first, to protect society from the domination of the meaningless cliché 
which often has a strong emotional resonance and, because of this, influences 
individuals and whole social groups; and, secondly, in order to give 
protection from the uncritical acceptance of views proclaimed by their 
adherents sometimes with the full force of conviction but which are 
inaccessible to testing by others and thus might be suspected to be false. The 
point is to protect society from nonsense and falsehood. This postulate seems 
as sensible as the requirement of railway administration which allows a 
passenger to travel only when he can produce a valid ticket and not when, 
although he has paid for the ticket, he does not want to show it. Paying for 
the journey corresponds in this comparison to the truth of an assertion; 
readiness to show the ticked corresponds to the possibility that anyone can 
become assured as to whether the assertion is valid or not.13

 
 

Popper understood the dangers that the above understanding of 

irrationalism posed for society. In this way a communicative or linguistic theory 

outlining the conditions for objectivity becomes central to Popper’s political 

thought. This can be seen in a lecture, The Theory of Totalitarianism (1946), in 

which Popper stated that: “a tolerant society must, of course, tolerate such 

irrationalism, as long as it is not an aggressively intolerant brand of 

irrationalism”.14 Further, for Popper, such a tolerant society must contain some 

kind of “minimum philosophy common to, at least, a great majority”.15 This 

common philosophy is analogous to the inter-subjective testability necessary to 

secure objectivity. As a correspondence theory of truth requires correspondence 

with the facts, so does Popper’s understanding of Periclean16 democracy require a 

kind of correspondence of policy with a “minimum common philosophy”.17

 

  

                                                 
13 Ajdukiewicz, K. Problems and Theories of Philosophy, (1973), pp. 46-47. 
14 Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), p. 137. 
15 Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), p. 137. 
16 “Periclean” in this sense refers to Popper’s often repeated quote of Pericles: “Although only a 

few may originate a policy, we are all able to judge it”. See: Popper, K. The Open Society and 
Its Enemies, (1945), Vol 1, p. 7.  

17 Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), p. 137. 
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3. Popper’s Cosmology 

 

With an understanding of Popper’s realism we can now return to the 

importance of cosmology in Popper’s thought. Referring to a speculative 

‘cosmology’ in relation to Popper, a critical rationalist who emphasised the 

limited human capacity for known knowledge, is fraught with dangers. One of 

them being the nature and extent of the relation between Popper’s cosmology and 

his indeterminist theory of knowledge. Corresponding with Hayek in 1965, Hayek 

inquired as to the nature of Popper’s usage of the term cosmology. Popper 

responded in his lecture “The Unknown Xenophanes” in The World of 

Parmenides that he viewed cosmology (a term increasingly used in his later 

ontological writings): 

 …as a way of looking at science from the point of view of trying to 
understand what happens in the world – as opposed to any narrow view 
directed to either some technique or some practical problem, or some 
specialisation pursued without that wider outlook.18

 
  

 
Before we can examine the features and characteristics of Popper’s 

cosmology we must examine his attitude towards the role of cosmology and 

cosmogony in relation to human knowledge. For Popper, the greatest of all 

philosophical problems is that of the problem of the universe.19

It is my belief that philosophy must return to cosmology and to a simple 
theory of knowledge. There is at least one philosophical problem in which all 
thinking men are interested: the problem of understanding the world in which 
we live; and thus ourselves (who are part of that world) and our knowledge 
of it. All science is cosmology.

 Elsewhere in The 

World of Parmenides Popper states: 

20

   
 

                                                 
18 Popper, K. The World of Parmenides, (1998), p. 45. 
19 Popper, K. The World of Parmenides, (1998), p. 45. 
20 Popper, K. The World of Parmenides, (1998), p. 7. 
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For Popper the world consists of events and processes in which objects of 

knowledge interact with physical objects through mental processes or what 

Popper called World 2. We may not be able to have knowledge of the particular 

relations between seemingly disparate objects of knowledge, nevertheless events 

interrelate lawfully as a result of the physical dispositions of properties in the 

physical world. In a letter to Hayek, Popper stated that “social theory can be 

approached either in a logically non-cosmological spirit…or in a highly 

cosmological one”.21 By stating in the Logik that “all science is cosmology” 

Popper appeared to indicate that he was supportive of the latter position.22 

However, his modelling of certain social theories upon work previously 

conducted in logic or physics (for instance his social theory derived from Hilbert 

and Bernays work on formalised projective geometry) seems to indicate these 

approaches were not mutually exclusive.23 It was in relation to this nexus that 

Popper forged between his epistemology and cosmology that he gestured “Back 

to the Presocratics” in The World of Parmenides.24 Popper saw the importance of 

cosmology for the Presocratics who understood the world as “our house”.25

                                                 
21 See letter of correspondence: Popper to Hayek 24rd October 1964. 

 The 

best way to understand the structure of our house was to study how we fit into it. 

As Popper understood the universe as a continuum of events and processes which 

led to the formation of new dispositions and hence new laws of nature, our 

relationship to the universe was best understood from a species evolutionary 

context. This provided the cosmological viewpoint from which all his social and 

political theories arose.     

22 Popper stated that what he meant by “All science is cosmology”, was that “All science ought to 
be, in my opinion, conducted in the cosmological spirit”. See letter of correspondence: Popper 
to Hayek 24rd October 1964.  

23 See letter of correspondence: Popper to Hayek 23rd October 1964. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box  
3005.13 Letters. Hayek 1940-47. 

24 Popper, K. A World of Propensities, (1990), p. 7. 
25 Popper, K. The World of Parmenides, (1998), pp. 9-11, 70, 108-110. 
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In A World of Propensities (1990) Popper stated the aim of our theories 

and our hypotheses or what he called our “adventurous trials”: 

What we aim to know, to understand, is the world, the cosmos. All science is 
cosmology. It is an attempt to learn more about the world. About atoms, 
about molecules. About living organisms and about the riddles of the origin 
of life on earth. About the origin of thinking, of the human mind; and about 
the way in which our minds work.26

 
 

 The central problem that Popper’s cosmological theorising aimed towards was 

the problem of causality and change in relation to events and processes.27 Popper 

did not embark on his cosmological thinking with the aim of developing an 

organised system of ideas or an objective scientific theory of the whole of human 

experience. As Popper stated, his central problem was that of causality and 

change. He did not however, investigate this problem for its own sake as a 

speculative metaphysical project but developed it because the problems of 

causality and change were presupposed within his evolutionism. Hence, his 

metaphysics had an explanatory function in relation to his evolutionary theory of 

knowledge. Popper’s theorising on the problem of probability also took a 

cosmological detour later in life. His theorising on probability became an 

argumentative feature of his “epistemology without a knowing subject”.28

                                                 
26 Popper, K. A World of Propensities, (1990), p. 7. 

 

Probabilities are not the result of our lack of knowledge, but a structural property 

of the universe which governed the nature of change. It does not refer to the 

nature of changing objects but of changing propensities, processes and states of 

being. Thus, Popper’s notion of universal determinism is one developed quite 

without a language of objects and matter, it was purely mathematical. Thus for 

Popper, the central point of his theory was that there was inherent in every 

27 Popper, K. A World of Propensities, (1990), p. 7. 
28 Popper, K. Objective Knowledge, (1972), pp. 106-153. 
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possibility a tendency or propensity to realise a certain event, an event being the 

basic unit of his evolutionary theory.29

 Popper’s theory of propensities

 

30 was developed out of a desire to extend 

the theory of probability to include “weighted possibilities”.31

…the fact that we live in a world of propensities, and that this fact makes our 
world both more interesting and more homely than the world as seen by 
earlier states of the sciences.

 Only with the 

inclusion of weighted possibilities could a theory of probability become universal 

and law-like, so as to explain the conditions of evolutionary decision-making. 

According to Popper, it was only due to the growth of his theorising on 

propensities that he came to realise its cosmological significance. By this Popper 

means:  

32

 
  

As Popper’s understanding of propensities became increasingly ‘cosmological’, 

the language and concepts he used to describe the functioning of this theory 

became increasingly problematic. For instance Popper stated that: 

The tendency of statistical averages to remain stable if the conditions remain 
stable is one of the most remarkable characteristics of our universe. It can be 
explained, I hold, only by the propensity theory; by the theory that there exist 
weighted possibilities which are more than mere possibilities, but tendencies 
or propensities to become real: tendencies or propensities to realize 
themselves which are inherent in all possibilities in various degrees and 
which are something like forces that keep the statistics stable. 33

 
 

For Popper, “propensities are not mere possibilities but are physical 

realities”. Hence, Popper calls this an “objective interpretation of the theory of 

probability”.34

                                                 
29 Popper, K. A World of Propensities, (1990), p. 11. 

 Propensities as statistics are clearly not objective in the physical 

sense of the world, their objectivity must lie in their causal ability to determine 

30 The concept of “propensity” as Popper understood it is far from clear. Even Margenau was 
unclear on Popper’s exact meaning of this term. See, Margenau, H. “On Popper’s Philosophy of 
Science”, in Schlipp, A. Eds. The Philosophy of Karl Popper, La Salle, Illinois: The Open 
Court, (1974), p. 758. 

31 Popper, K. A World of Propensities, (1990), p. 10. 
32 Popper, K. A World of Propensities, (1990), p. 9. 
33 Popper, K. A World of Propensities, (1990), p. 12. 
34 Popper, K. A World of Propensities, (1990), p. 12. 



 202 

certain future moments and events as well as existing within present moments and 

events. The physical objects that we sense in the world are the results and causes 

of such propensities not the non-physical statistical propensity itself. For Popper 

such propensities are not “inherent in an object” but “inherent in a situation”, of 

which the object is only part.35

 

 

4. The World 3 Ontology  

 

My interpretation of Popper’s theory of Word 3 is new and can give a 

more detailed explanation of the features of Popper’s ontology than has 

previously been available. An interpretation such as this has been missed by 

previous scholars as a result of a tendency to view Popper’s later ontological 

thought in separation from his earlier Kantian inspired thought. Scholarship on 

Popper has tended in the past to focus on either his early or later works and then 

further divide discussions of Popper’s work between his political and scientific 

thought.36

                                                 
35 Popper, K. A World of Propensities, (1990), p. 14. 

 This division between his political and scientific thought is an artificial 

one and cannot be sustained when one scrutinises any of Popper’s work in detail. 

The lack of a clear distinction between his political and scientific writings due to 

the particular nature of Popper’s liberalism and the way it draws upon non-

political arguments, such as those from science, methodology and logic. This will 

become clear in the discussions in Chapters Seven and Eight.  

36 Scholars who have made major inroads into Popper’s early thought have been Hacohen, 
Petersen, Wettersten, Berkson and Ter Hark. These scholars have revealed the depth and 
complexity of Popper’s work, yet have not sufficiently addressed the connections between his 
early and later works. This thesis attempts to redress this gap in the scholarship by pointing out 
the methodological and philosophical connections that run throughout Popper’s thought thereby 
opening the way for new insights into his later works. I argue that many of Popper’s less 
popular works that are looked at in Chapter Eight deserver greater attention.    
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Popper’s World 3 ontology can be seen to be heavily indebted to Kant, 

insofar as the language and theories used to describe this third “realm” or “world” 

follow Kant more closely than Plato. As with Popper’s epistemology, his 

ontology once again has its origins in Kant’s Transcendental Doctrine of Method, 

in Section II, where it is stated: 

 I call the world a moral world, in so far as it may be in accordance with all 
the ethical laws – which, by virtue of the freedom of reasonable beings, it can 
be, and according to the necessary laws of morality it ought to be. But this 
world must be conceived only as an intelligible world…37

 
  

We can see that Popper’s “third world” or world of objective mind has its origins 

in Kant’s “moral” or “intelligible” world. Kant continued by arguing that:  

So far, then, it is a mere idea – though still a practical idea – which may 
have, and ought to have, an influence on the world of sense, so as to bring it 
as far as possible into conformity with itself. The idea of a moral world has, 
therefore, objective reality, not as referring to an object of intelligible 
intuition – for of such an object we can form no concept whatever – but to 
the world of sense – conceived, however, as an object of pure reason in its 
practical use – and to a corpus mysticum of rational beings in it…38

 
   

The following sections in this chapter seek to demonstrate that Popper’s World 3 

ontology coheres with Kant’s concept of the intelligible world. It is in this light 

that we ought to view Popper’s World 3 and its reality and interaction with the 

physical world of sense. These structural or ontological features of Popper’s 

World 3 conform to Kant’s understanding of the “intelligible world”, also the 

knowability and existence of such a world in relation to its “objective reality” also 

reflects Popper’s claim that his ontology is not an ontology in the strict sense of 

the word.39

                                                 
37 Kant, I. Critique of Pure Reason: §Transcendental Doctrine of Method, Ch. 2, Section II, p. 519 

(A806/B834), (1993 Meiklejohn Translation). 

 The confusion and lack of clarity surrounding the object or contents of 

World 3 in its very ambiguity is reflective of Kant’s corpus mysticum associated 

38 Kant, I. Critique of Pure Reason: §Transcendental Doctrine of Method, Ch. 2, Section II, p. 520 
(A808/B836), (1993 Meiklejohn Translation). 

39 Kant, I. Critique of Pure Reason. §Transcendental Doctrine of Method p. 520 (1993 Meiklejohn 
Translation). Also see: Eccles, J., and K. Popper. (1977), p. 8. 
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with the beings of the intelligible world.40

It is important to acknowledge that Kant presents his discussion of the 

intelligible world as part of a broader ethical concern in which illumination from 

methodology is sought. However, Popper’s World 3 ontology has been criticised 

from purely formal or analytic perspectives, or dismissed on empirical grounds as 

being mystifying or baffling.

 It is also notable that the way Kant 

described the relationship of this intelligible world to the world of sense 

foreshadows Popper’s interractionist arguments.  

41

Popper’s ontology grew out of his early epistemology which, as has been 

argued in Chapter Three, was heavily indebted to the theories and discoveries of 

Karl Bühler, and in dialectical fashion, returned to support epistemological 

 However, as with Kant, such a ‘world’ is 

conceptualised for methodological reasons in relation to ethical dilemmas. As this 

thesis has so far shown that Popper closely followed in the methodological 

footsteps of Kant’s Transcendental Doctrine of Method, it is not surprising that 

Popper’s arguments should also take a similar ontological course as Kant’s. 

However, Popper’s development of World 3 grew out of a tradition of thought on 

the matter that had evolved since Kant from Lötze and Frege to the physicists of 

the twentieth century. As a result of this theoretical development Popper’s 

description of the intelligible world differs from Kant’s. Indeed, Popper’s 

theorising of an intelligible world became far removed from the link with ethical 

and epistemological arguments that this idea of an intelligible world appeared 

alongside with in Kant’s Transcendental Doctrine of Method.   

                                                 
40 Kant, I. Critique of Pure Reason. §Transcendental Doctrine of Method p. 520 (1993 Meiklejohn 

Translation). According to Roger Sullivan, this corpus mysticum or “mystical body” was 
originally borrowed from Saint Paul’s title for the invisible Church. From this we can see the 
ethical and theological context of this ontological concept which would shed its theological 
association in its later manifestations in Frege’s and Popper’s thought. See: Sullivan, R. (1989), 
p. 216.  

41 For example of such criticisms see: Klemke, E. “Karl Popper, Objective Knowledge, and the 
Third World”, in Philosophia, Netherlands: Springer.  Vol. 9, No. 1. (December, 1979), p. 45. 
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problems such as probability and objectivity, thus ensuring that as the problems in 

epistemology evolved, the axioms used in the logic of his arguments remained 

consistent. In this way continuity is assured in regard to what can be called the 

axiomatic elements of his argumentation, such as, a commitment to deductive 

evolutionism, a phylogenetic theory of language, a commitment to fallibilism, 

realism and a nominalist attitude towards definitions inspired by Tarski’s work on 

truth. These, along with the many other Popperian methodological and 

epistemological positions, can be regarded as axioms for use in his later theories, 

however, they would require metaphysical treatment and elaboration in order to 

pertain to the new problem situations. For instance, in regard to the problem of 

emergence, Popper’s understanding of Bühler’s tiers of language function; 

expressive, communicative and argumentative-descriptive can be seen to be used 

to support his World 3 ontology consisting of the physical realm, the realm of our 

mental processes, and the mind independent realm of the objective contents of our 

thoughts. Popper stated in Objective Knowledge that: “Although the third world is 

not identical with the world of linguistic forms, it arises together with 

argumentative language: it is a by-product of language”.42

 

 There is nothing to 

indicate a logical analogy between Popper’s worlds or realms and his linguistic 

levels but there is a definite verbal similarity displayed in “Table 2” below: 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
42 Popper, K. Objective Knowledge, (1972), p. 137. 
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Table 2: Popper’s Worlds and Corresponding Language Functions.43

Worlds or Realms  

 

Linguistic Functions  
 
World 3: of objective contents 
of thought 
 

 
Argumentative or 
Critical Function 
 

 
World 2: of states of 
consciousness 
 

 
Descriptive or 
Informative Function 
 

 
World 1: of physical objects 
or of states 

 
Communicative          
Function  
  
 Expressive Function 
 

 

    

Popper’s understanding of the communicative or inter-subjective functions 

of language, based on the work of Bühler, meant that Popper had what he 

believed to be strong empirically-based evidence from which he could argue for 

an independent realm consisting of the content of our thoughts. This realm is not a 

particularly novel idea as the discussion on its origins in Kant’s Transcendental 

Doctrine of Method. The notion of this realm is also particularly indebted to 

Gottlob Frege’s theoretical development of the Kantian description of the 

intelligible world. In a draft of a paper intended for a Kurt Gödel Symposium in 

1983, Popper states that his “World 3” was directly taken from Frege’s 

unfortunately named “Das Dritte Reich”, or “The Third Realm”.44

                                                 
43 For Popper’s definition of the “Three Worlds” see: Popper, K. Objective Knowledge, (1972), p. 

106. 

 This explains 

why Popper often referred to realms rather than worlds. If we understand the 

World 3 ontology as being part of a Kantian tradition developed by Bolzano and 

which was fundamental to the thought of Frege and Tarski, we can have an 

44 Draft paper for a Kurt Gödel Seminar. 16-6-1983, Klagenfurt. In this paper Popper tells us that 
he believed that Gödel can be interpreted as supporting Frege’s and his notion of World 3.  
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appreciation of the possibility of non-subsisting and non-physical objects that are 

nonetheless real and exist. 45 Evidence for linking Popper with this tradition can 

be found in this paper for the Kurt Gödel Symposium, in which Popper wrote that 

he believed that Gödel can be interpreted as supporting Frege’s and his notion of 

World 3.46

Even Popper’s understanding of the notion of objectivity and the objective 

existence of the contents of our mind are taken directly from Frege’s 

understanding that numbers exist objectively in the world and are not just a 

subjective psychological process. In The Foundations of Arithmetic (1950), Frege 

makes the distinction between “objective form” from what can be handled or 

spatial or actual, which foreshadows Popper’s distinction between World 1 and 

World 3 objects.

 Through an ontology of physical and non-physical entities Popper 

believed that he was able to continue his critical-rationalist opposition to 

subjectivism, expressivism and inductivism. 

47 For Popper, the development of this realm or “World 3” had an 

important explanatory function for how institutions operate according to some 

Parmenidian invariant or law. World 3 raised important theoretical concerns for 

Popper’s complex materialism, which through its evolutionism, would become 

dualist and indeed pluralist.48 As has been argued above, an important feature of 

Popper’s understanding of materialism was its scepticism about any ultimate 

substances or essences.49

                                                 
45 In Knowledge and the Body-Mind Problem Popper stated that Bolzano’s understanding of Sätze 

an Sich (sentences in themselves) corresponded to the theory of World 3. See: Popper, K. 
Knowledge and The Mind-Body Problem, (1994a), p. 50. 

 This understanding of a materialism that transcends 

itself leads to a confusion concerning what constitutes the basic entities of the 

46 Draft paper for a Kurt Gödel Seminar. 16-6-1983. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Klagenfurt. 
47 Frege, G. The Foundations of Arithmetic: A logico-mathematical enquiry into the concept of 

number. [1950] J. L. Austin, Trans. Oxford: Basil Blackwell, (1980), p. 33. 
48 Dualism is the thesis that holds an ontological distinction between minds and bodies, the former 

not being reducable to physical entities. The pluralist thesis adds a further ontological category 
to the dualism of minds and bodies in the form of the products of our minds as existing 
independently of the former two categories. 

49 Eccles, J., and K. Popper. The Self and Its Brain, (1977), p. 7. 
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physical world as well as to a confusion concerning the entities or “inmates” of 

“the third world”.  

The problems and confusions concerning Popper’s World 3 ontology are 

so great that scholars have been reluctant to deal with it and it has not received the 

scholarly attention that has been given to the arguments of the Logik or The Open 

Society. Klemke, for instance, believed that Popper’s notion of “the third world” 

was a significant and fascinating topic, but that it contained many problems and 

confusions.50 Klemke argued that the fundamental problem concerned the 

“inmates” of this third world. Klemke brings our attention to the fact that the 

contents of this realm are: “Theories, the state of a discussion or of a critical 

argument, and the contents of journals, books and libraries”.51 However, books, 

libraries and language are also stated by Popper to exist in World 3.52 Further, 

Popper refered to this world as a “linguistic third world” and called the third 

world “a world of language”.53

Klemke made the distinction between the two types of entities that subsist 

in World 3. Firstly, the “logical contents” of books, libraries or the “objective 

contents of thought”.

   

54 Secondly, as a linguistic world it contains theories, 

theoretical systems, conjectures and arguments. However, Klemke also points out 

that Popper attributed a third and more problematical entity to the objects of 

World 3. World 3 for Popper not only contained the logical contents of books and 

objects, but also the books and libraries themselves.55

                                                 
50 Klemke, E. “Karl Popper, Objective Knowledge, and the Third World”, (1979), p. 45. 

 Klemke argues that this is 

implausible as the logical content of a book cannot be identified with or be 

51 Klemke, E. “Karl Popper, Objective Knowledge, and the Third World”, (1979), p. 45. 
52 Klemke, E. “Karl Popper, Objective Knowledge, and the Third World”, (1979), p. 47. 
53 Popper, K. Objective Knowledge, (1972), pp. 118, 120, 148.  
54 Klemke, E. “Karl Popper, Objective Knowledge, and the Third World”, (1979), p. 52. Also see: 

Popper, K. Objective Knowledge, (1972), pp. 74, 106.  
55 Popper, K. Objective Knowledge, (1972), pp. 74, 115-118.  
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classified on the same level as a book itself.56

However, a greater concern centres on what was omitted from World 3 

rather than what was included within it. We can always argue that Popper 

undertheorised what exactly it is of the book, library, or painting that exists in 

which realm and how this is so. However, if Popper’s World 3 ontology is an 

“ontology” in the strict sense, then the question may be asked: In which realm 

ought we to acknowledge the subsistence of Fregean non-physical, yet real 

objects such as numerals or the equator? These are real physical properties of the 

universe, however they can only be known by the intellect, not the senses. 

Ultimately, Klemke’s solution is to add a fourth world to Popper’s ontology. For 

Klemke the “book-in-itself” may be seen as being of the physical world, however 

it is of a “very different kind from the other inmates of the first world”, thus 

rendering such objects to the fourth world.

 The simultaneous existence of 

books, like paintings, as objects existing in both the physical world and the third 

world is an ontologically contentious proposition.  

57

Popper’s actual ontology of things that exist in the universe is more 

complex than Klemke might have expected. Popper himself was earlier concerned 

with the possibility of extending the number of worlds in an ontology to allow 

different worlds for different kinds of objects. In keeping with his opposition to 

“scholasticism” Popper decided that it was a pointless exercise to develop a 

hierarchy of worlds including separate worlds for objects such as numerical 

propensities, numerals and geometrical entities.

 This leaves World 3 to contend with 

the cognitive contents of the sentence or book.  

58

                                                 
56 Klemke, E. “Karl Popper, Objective Knowledge, and the Third World”, (1979), p. 53. 

 Popper was opposed to overly 

complex ontological systems and understood metaphysics as being directed 

57 Klemke, E. “Karl Popper, Objective Knowledge, and the Third World”, (1979), p. 53. 
58 Popper, K. A World of Propensities, (1990). 
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towards practical problem-solving (as exemplified by the theory of equilibrium 

for economics) rather than an end in itself. These purely ontological criticisms 

arise when Popper’s theory of World 3 is treated like an ontology, even when 

Popper admitted that it was not an ontology in the strictest sense, and separated it 

from its Kantian ethical and epistemological context.59

David Bloor picks up on the deeper historical and ethical concerns 

embedded in Popper’s theory of World 3 that are often overshadowed by rational 

and formal analysis of categorising and relating concepts to one another. Bloor 

saw Popper’s World 3 as “replaying, in modern dress, an old drama”. For Bloor: 

  

His picture of three worlds resonates with the myths and imagery of Judaeo-
Christian theology. Man is a creature midway between the material and the 
spiritual, an admixture of clay and God. For Popper a personal God has been 
replaced by an impersonal Science, the world of spirit by the world of 
knowledge.60

 
   

In this sense, Klemke’s solution of a fourth world could be argued to be 

analytically valuable, but as contrary to the critical rationalist focus on problems 

that is fundamental to the broader nature of Popper’s philosophy. For the 

usefulness of projects such as Klemke’s it is also important to note that because of 

Popper’s objectivism and fallibilism he was led to avoid “what is” questions. As a 

result one has to be careful about how one uses the term “ontology” in relation to 

Popper’s later works such has his “World 3 ontology”. What he was offering is 

not an ontology in the strictest sense. The reason why Popper did not believe that 

he was offering a traditional ontology as such was because he did not ask 

questions such as “What is mind?” or “What is matter?”61

                                                 
59 Eccles, J., and K. Popper. The Self and Its Brain, (1977), p. 7. 

  Rather, World 3 

ontology may best be understood as a heuristic device aiding problem solving and 

60 Bloor, D. (1974), p. 69. For an interesting discussion on the understanding of objective truth for 
medieval scholasticism and its modern legacy see: Znaniecki, F. The Social role of the Man of 
Knowledge, [1940] Oxford: Transaction Books, (1986), Ch. 3. 

61 Eccles, J., and K. Popper. The Self and Its Brain, (1977), p. 4. 
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argumentation. It does not encapsulate the totality of knowledge, some subjective 

modes of which provide the initial knowledge capacities from which the object of 

epistemology arises. This last point can be seen in Popper’s account of how 

scientists act on the basis of a “subjective belief”.62

Strictly speaking Popper’s epistemology is limited to the content of our 

scientific statements and not to the knowledge that an individual possesses 

(subjective knowledge) or other processes of learning that were characteristic of 

Popper’s early work in Vienna. The object of study for epistemology is separated 

from the study of other modes of knowledge and learning through an ontology 

that was largely adopted from Frege. Frege stated in The Foundations of 

Arithmetic (1980) that:  

 However, Popper the 

epistemologist was concerned with the aspects of experience that can result from 

scientifically demonstrable knowledge. 

We often speak of the equator as an imaginary line; but it would be wrong to 
call it a fictitious line; it is not a creature of thought, the product of a 
psychological process, but is only recognized or apprehended by thought. If 
to be recognized were to be created, then we should be able to say nothing 
positive about the equator for any period earlier than the date of its alleged 
creation.63

 
 

Popper’s understanding of the objects of our thought differed due to his 

evolutionism and interactionism from Frege’s. This renders the possibility of the 

concept of number being created by thought to partake in a psychological process 

as well as existing independently of the thinking subject. Unfortunately Popper’s 

appropriation of Frege’s notion of “Das Dritte Reich” and the objectivity of 

entities such as numbers that exist within it, when combined with Popper’s 

evolutionism and interactionism create many concerns. For Popper, entities such 

as theories are the objective contents of thoughts as Frege understood not as the 

                                                 
62 Popper, K. Objective Knowledge, (1972), p. 111. 
63 Frege, G. The Foundations of Arithmetic, (1980), p. 35. 
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subjective act of thinking. These subjective acts of thinking are ontologically 

separated into a realm or world that is communicatively inaccessible for us 

according to Popper’s epistemology, and are ‘known’ only intuitively.64

 

  

5. Popper and the Reality of Objects 

 

Along with Frege, Lötze’s thought was also important as a precursor 

enabling the distinctions necessary for Popper’s later theory of “objective mind” 

or World 3. Lötze argued that the psychological act of thinking is categorically 

distinct from the content of thought.65 Popper’s notion of mind as developed out 

of Bühler’s linguistic schema follows the same logic in that the objects of our 

knowledge are categorically distinct from the problem-solving process of 

thinking. In fact Popper takes this a step further by attributing different modes of 

existence to both the processes of thinking and the contents of thoughts in 

themselves within an interacting and interconnected pluralist schema. For Lötze 

the act of thinking is an inherently determinate and temporal phenomena, the 

content of thought however, existing within an alternative mode of being. Lötze 

saw the physical world and the world of thinking as having the same temporal 

ontological status whereas the contents of our thoughts exists in another realm.66

                                                 
64 Popper, K. Objective Knowledge, (1972), p. 109. Also see: Frege. G, “Ueber Sinn und 

Dedeutung”, in Z. Phil. Und phil. Kritik, 100, (1892), p. 32.  

 

Despite Popper’s refinement, Lötze’s theory concerning the attribution of a 

separate mode of being for the content of thought to the process of thinking is 

maintained. According to Hacohen, Popper had a tendency towards this mode of 

metaphysical thinking long before his ontological turn. Hacohen observed that 

65 Williams, D. Truth, Hope, and Power, (1989), p. 64. 
66 For a discussion of Lötze’s idealism see: Santayana, G. Lotze’s System of Philosophy, Indiana 

UP, London. (1971), pp. 155-181.  
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already in Die beiden Grundprobleme Popper described “objective intellectual 

structures” as logical in character, and drew the comparison with this to his later 

scientific and World 3 thought.67

The ontology that Popper developed in his later years builds upon Lötze’s 

premise and accords with the new mathematical logic found in the thought of 

Frege. When A World of Propensities is compared with the thought of Frege 

striking similarities can be seen. For Frege there is an objectivity to the truth of 

propositions of the sort that Popper understood by his use of Tarski’s theory of 

truth. For Frege: “it seems, that a proposition no more ceases to be true when I 

cease to think of it than the sun ceases to exist when I shut my eyes”.

  

68 If the 

objectivity of scientific statements holds independently of the thinker, hence 

holding a mode of existence even when nobody is actually thinking them, there 

must be consequences for our understanding of the functioning of the universe or 

at least our ability to understand its functioning. Frege thought that thinking of 

numbers as either spatial or as subjective was fundamentally wrong, because 

“numbers are neither spatial nor physical nor yet subjective like ideas, but non-

sensible and objective”.69 Thus, according to Williams, Frege reapplied the notion 

of numbers from the Kantian category of ‘things’ to that of ‘concepts’.70

Frege, like Lötze, used the term wirklich in the German sense of the word 

‘real’ or ‘actual’. The problem of kinds of reality in Popper’s ontology also 

appeared in an earlier guise in the work of Frege. Frege described physical objects 

as wirklich. However he denied that numbers and logical objects in general were 

wirklich. According to Dummett in Frege and Other Philosophers (1991), Frege 

held that:  

    

                                                 
67 Hacohen, M. Karl Popper, (2000), p. 105.  
68 Williams, D. Truth, Hope, and Power, (1989), p. 64. 
69 Williams, D. Truth, Hope, and Power, (1989), p. 64. 
70 Williams, D. Truth, Hope, and Power, (1989), p. 64. 



 214 

…thoughts can be regarded as wirklich only in a special sense, and that 
although they are not altogether unwirklich, their Wirklichkeit is of a quite 
different kind from that of things.71

 
   

  

 Thus, the argument has been made by Gregory Currie that Frege’s realism also 

extended to numbers and logical objects, which must, like thoughts, participate in 

something that is not unwirklich.72

Propensities, like Newtonian attractive forces, are invisible and, like them, 
they can act: they are actual, they are real. We therefore are compelled to 
attribute a kind of reality to mere possibilities, especially to weighted 
possibilities, and especially to those that are as yet unrealized and whose fate 
will only be decided in the course of time, and perhaps only in the distant 
future.

 This sufficient condition for reality being held 

in the understanding of objects being not unwirklich is characteristic of the 

realism of Popper’s propensity theory. Thus, Popper has attributed the same 

ontological status to the process in which every tendency or propensity has the 

ability for an event to realise itself in a continuing process of actualisation of 

propensities. In describing the ontological status of propensities in a way that 

identifies them with the logical objects of Frege, Popper wrote: 

73

 
  

It is interesting here to note the attribution of reality to unrealised entities whose 

very existence is their not-yet realised mode of being. Popper perceives that the 

world in a non-commonsense level is constituted by such entities. This view of 

the world as being constituted by events and processes was outlined previously in 

The Self and Its Brain.74

 It is not so much that the world as such consists of events and processes, 

as Popper also viewed the world from the perspective of commonsense realism. 

For Popper, realism was a many sided affair as there are “many sorts of reality 

  

                                                 
71 Dummett, M. Frege and Other Philosophers, Oxford: Oxford University Press, (1991), p. 98. 
72 Currie, G. ‘Frege on Thoughts’, Mind, 89, (1980), pp. 234-248. 
73 Popper, K. A World of Propensities, (1990), p. 18. 
74 Eccles, J., and K. Popper. The Self and Its Brain, (1977), p. 7. 
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which are quite different”.75 Popper admitted the metaphysical nature of his 

realism and its inability to be demonstrated or refuted. Nonetheless he saw 

realism as “the only sensible hypothesis”.76

Popper’s late ontology was similar to Lötze’s thought in the sense that it 

adhered to the Kantian understanding of the limits of conceptual thought. In the 

Metaphysik, Lötze emphasised the primacy of Kant’s practical over theoretical 

reason as metaphysics are seen to have their origins in ethics.

  

77 This position was 

taken up by neo-Kantians such as Windelband and Rickert and can be seen as a 

tradition from which the primacy of the active problem-solving mind emerged. In 

the same way Popper’s anti-essentialist opposition to the theory of definitions also 

reflects Lötze’s emphasis upon the primacy of the practical over theoretical use of 

reason. Supporting the primacy of practical reason required Lötze to object to 

Hegel’s identification of thought with reality which “converted the rich living 

world of concrete facts into a fixed system of abstract categories”.78

…a concept of God was arrived at, which we now hold to be the correct one, 
not because speculative reason convinces us of its correctness, but because it 
accords with the moral principles of reason. Thus it is to pure reason, but 
only in its practical use, that we must ascribe the merit of having connected 
with our highest interest a knowledge, of which mere speculation was able 
only to form a conjecture, but the validity of which it was unable to establish 

 This attitude 

not surprisingly was also passed on to the neo-Kantian movements and lead to a 

view that human knowledge was tentative. Popper’s neo-Kantian emphasis upon 

the practical use of reason and the particular “revision” of Kant which emphasised 

the hypothetical nature of our theories or synthetic apriori judgments, reflects 

sentiments that are found in Kant’s own work. Kant stated:  

                                                 
75 Miller, D. Ed. Popper Selections, Princeton University Press, (1985), p. 220. 
76 Miller, D. Ed. Popper Selections, (1985), p. 223. 
77 Willey, T. Back to Kant, (1978), p. 48.  
78 Willey, T. Back to Kant, (1978), p. 48. Also see: Jones, H. A Critical Account of the Philosophy 

of Lotze. James Glasgow: Maclehose and Sons, (1895)., p. ix. See also: Santayana, G. “Lotze’s 
Moral Idealism,” (1890), pp. 191-212. 
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– and of having thereby rendered it, not indeed a demonstrated dogma, but a 
hypothesis absolutely necessary to the essential ends of reason.79

 
  

Popper’s ontological turn reflected a kind of essential end of reason as understood 

by Kant, necessary for his ethical and epistemological arguments. However, 

where Kant spoke of a concept of God, Popper spoke of a three tiered cosmology 

that he called World 3. When we take into consideration Popper’s statement that 

he believed in World 3 as a kind of faith,80

 

 the ethical grounds or perhaps also the 

psychological reasons become clearer for Popper’s development of this clearly 

non-testable and irrefutable theory out of other theories that were transcendentally 

carried forward from his earlier epistemology. 

6. Objects, Individual Kinds and Causal Powers 

 

If Popper’s realism adhered to a standard metaphysical essentialist 

doctrine, then somewhere in his writings there should be contained a theory of 

causal power. According to Brian Ellis a causal power is a disposition to engage 

in a kind of process known as a causal process which relates two kinds of events, 

a causal event and an effectual event.81

                                                 
79 Kant, I. Critique of Pure Reason: §Transcendental Doctrine of Method, Ch. 2, Section II: The 

Ideal of the Highest Good as a Determining Ground of the Ultimate End of Pure Reasson, 
(A818/B846),(1993 Meiklejohn Translation), p. 525.  

 However, Popper’s metaphysics does not 

indulge in speculation or theorisation into the causal powers, the intrinsic causal 

property of an individual kind or the dispositional tendencies of an organic object. 

The conspicuous absence of a notion of causal power is connected with the 

equally conspicuous absence of a defined notion of object in the physical sense; 

80 Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), p. 49. 
81 Ellis, B. Truth and Objectivity, (2002), p. 48. 
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particularly a substantive notion of physical objects. Such absences may be seen, 

to use Kant’s term, as part of a corpus mysticum.82

This unwillingness to delve into the essential nature of entities whether 

bodies or basic kinds reflect the fallibilist attitude at the centre of his critical 

rationalism. The question that both challenges the contemporary position of 

metaphysical essentialism and reveals an important absence in Popper’s scientific 

realism was one that concerns itself with the entities that intrinsically possess 

dispositional properties that constitute its essential qualities. This problem of the 

grounding of dispositions in material kinds reveals how Popper followed Kant by 

rejecting vital materialism.

  

83

Popper’s notion of metaphysics could provide no practical, that is, 

predictive or explanatory knowledge about the essential nature of objects which 

 Conceptualising causal powers from a scientific 

standpoint shifts the problem to the nature of dispositions and re-opens problems 

concerning laws of nature that essentialism sought to overcome. From a 

materialist standpoint, are we to regard the source of internal and dispositional 

causal properties as emanating from the object as a whole? Perhaps it emanated 

from an individual organism? The alternative position is to view internal causal 

powers as truly necessary and dispositional only in regard to a basic kind of 

substance, for example an elementary particle, an entity comprised of many 

elementary particles of the same kind or perhaps subatomic or non-material yet 

physical entities. Popper could not see any scientific progress being made by 

taking a materialist approach to the problem of physical states and their causes. 

Such states and causes would have to remain beyond the scope of knowledge. 

                                                 
82 Kant, I. Critique of Pure Reason. §Transcendental Doctrine of Method, Ch. 2, Section II: The 

Ideal of the Highest Good as a Determining Ground of the Ultimate End of Pure Reason, 
(A808/B836), (1993 Meiklejohn Translation), p. 520. 

83 Popper regarded any animistic or vitalistic explanation of causes or controls as ad hoc and 
unsatisfactory. See: Popper, K. Objective Knowledge, (1972), p. 270.  
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lie beyond the capacity for human cognition. He refused to speculate on such 

matters, neither affirming nor denying certain substantial qualities or quantities of 

objects that cannot be gained through commonsense perception and scientific 

investigation. The material object as we perceive it on the commonsense level 

operates differently on the level concerning internal and external dispositional 

qualities (that cannot be known), which in turn operate on a different level to the 

processes and events that bring about the moment (that can be known 

statistically). Popper suggested that on the basis of contemporary physics, we 

should give up the “idea of substance or essence”.84

Within the materialist standpoint of modern physics Popper believed there 

was no self-identical entity persisting during all changes in time and that there is 

any essence which is the persisting carrier or possessor of the properties or 

qualities of a thing.

  

85 Popper saw contemporary physics as a materialist endeavour 

which had great explanatory power despite the lack of a notion of substance or 

essence.86 In this way we can see that Popper not only disagreed with the weaker 

notion of metaphysical determinism, but also disagreed with the stronger 

scientific notion. Popper’s fallibilism assures us that there will always be gaps in 

our knowledge of the future-as-so-far-determined.87

                                                 
84 Eccles, J. and K. Popper. The Self and Its Brain, (1977), p. 7. 

 Furthermore, Popper argued 

that by removing a fundamental essence or substance, new entities both physical 

and mental are constantly emerging along with new natural laws. Thus, there can 

be no fixity or symmetry between past and future events. Characteristically, 

Popper used an analogy, in this case a description of a cinematic film to illustrate 

his point. For Popper, there is no cinematic film of which a part has already 

85 Eccles, J. and K. Popper. The Self and Its Brain, (1977), p. 7. 
86 Eccles, J. and K. Popper. The Self and Its Brain, (1977), p. 7, fn 4. 
87 Watkins, J. “The Unity of Popper’s Thought”, (1974), p. 374. 



 219 

passed through the projector and part of which is still to come.88

Popper supported the materialist project in physics because of the practical 

benefits he saw in its research but it does not mean that Popper was a physicalist. 

Physicalism for Popper was the view that the physical world (or World 1) is 

closed.

 By this analogy 

Popper was attempting to express the indeterminist argument that the future is 

open.  

89 Materialism however, was a self-transcending notion in order to be able 

to deal with the problem of minds and bodies. Insofar as Popper’s self-

transcending materialism could do so it was possible only within the limited 

confines of his objectivism. Popper starts with the notion of a material universe in 

which problem solving is an inherent feature of organisms. With the higher 

organism, problem solving is actively pursued eventually leading to the critical 

events that caused the emergence of the human mind. According to Popper’s 

revised understanding of scientific materialism in The Self and Its Brain the mind 

is almost seen as an epiphenomenon in relation to the material universe.90 There is 

a rather mystical tone with Popper’s description of this process of material 

transcendence: “We can only wonder that matter can thus transcend itself, by 

producing mind, purpose, and a world of the products of the human mind”.91

                                                 
88 Watkins, J. “The Unity of Popper’s Thought”, (1974), p. 373. 

 

Popper accepted materialism as it allowed him to avoid the problem of 

dispositional powers. This reflected his intellectual preoccupation with focusing 

on the processes and mechanisms that have descriptive and predictive power for 

scientific research rather than the unknowable origins and sources of these 

processes.  

89 Eccles, J., and K. Popper, The Self and Its Brain, (1977), p. 27. 
90 Eccles, J., and K. Popper, The Self and Its Brain, (1977), p. 27. 
91 Eccles, J., and K. Popper, The Self and Its Brain, (1977), p. 11. 
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Later in life Popper increasingly began to direct his thought towards 

problems concerning the origins and characteristics of human problem-solving in 

a universe characterised by emergence. In his last decade Popper approached the 

notion of materialism differently. In The Self and Its Brain Popper spoke of the 

materialism he adhered to as a scientific theory derived from the work of 

physicists.92 Later in Knowledge and the Body-Mind Problem, he distanced 

himself from materialism by describing it as a monistic philosophical notion.93 By 

emphasising the philosophical aspect of this notion Popper aimed to distinguish 

between two kinds of materialism. The problem is however, that in The Self and 

Its Brain Popper accepted scientific materialism philosophically, already 

requiring it to operate in a way that went beyond the bounds of that notion by 

advocating a self transcending materialism. This self-transcending materialism is 

also evident in A World of Propensities Popper began to speak of “invisible yet 

actual forces”.94

Thus works that he published in the 1990s can be described as anti-

materialist and willing to speculate into the nature of essences.

 In his later years Popper increasingly saw the universe as being 

composed of non-material entities of which the human mind was perhaps only 

one small aspect. No longer was the immaterial epiphenomenal to the material but 

the immaterial aspects of the universe contained the modes in which physical 

change in the commonsense physical world operated.       

95

                                                 
92 Eccles, J., and K. Popper, The Self and Its Brain, (1977), p. 11. 

 Popper’s weak 

or scientific acceptance of materialism would be discarded rather than evolve to 

accept vital materialism or the stronger thesis of hylozoism which argues that 

93 Popper, K. Knowledge and The Mind-Body Problem, (1994a), pp. 51, 105–6, 108, 110. 
94 Popper, A World of Propensities, (1990), p. 18. 
95 After The Open Society we see Popper’s linguistic notion of essentialism taking a back seat to 

ontological speculation of the notion. However, this must also be spoken of cautiously in regard 
to his fallibilism and metaphysical indeterminism.  
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living forces are essential to matter as such.96

 Late in life Popper instead focused on the fact that there are processes of 

actions and interactions which causally determine events. As these processes 

follow the natural laws of mathematics, they can be understood on a functional 

level rather than the actual substantive nature of the processes themselves which 

lie beyond the necessary limitation for human knowledge.

 Instead, Popper’s materialism 

which emphasised its ability to transcend itself would be described in the future 

as ontological pluralism or dualism. In this way Popper managed to save the 

central elements of his metaphysical thought by excising the idea of a self-

transcending materialism which he believed was no longer necessary for science. 

97 It is the function of 

the process in bringing about the events of the moment that Popper’s theory of 

numerical propensities is concerned with. Popper’s theory of numerical 

propensities described the activity of the world, the bringing about of the moment 

rather than any fundamental structure or essence of the world. According to 

Popper’s understanding of the method of conjectures and refutations, 

metaphysical speculation would not constitute viable and productive human 

knowledge. For Popper, the focus was on the knowing, communicating and 

emerging aspects of our mental process.98

 

 These processes are evolutionary in 

character and are fundamental to the development and thriving of a society.  

                                                 
96 For a discussion of Kant’s argument against hylozoism or vital materialism see; Beiser, F. “Kant 

and Naturphilosophie”, in The Kantian Legacy in Nineteenth-Century Science, Friedman, M., & 
Nordmann, A., eds. Cambridge: MIT P. (2006), pp. 13-15. Kant distinguishes between two 
notions of hylozoism both of which he is in disagreement: the first contends that matter as such 
by its very nature is living; the second does not accept matter as living yet attributes to matter 
some living force or substance within it that somehow directs and organises its activity. 
Although this second notion of hylozoism may appear to have many similarities to Popper’s 
essentialism, it none the less differs in its reduction of these forces to the material properties that 
make up the object rather than the object itself.     

97 Popper, K. A World of Propensities, (1990), p. 13. 
98 For an understanding of the importance of these concepts for Popper see: Petersen, A. F. “On 

Emergent Pre-Language and Language Evolution and Transcendent Feedback From Language 
Production on Cognition and Emotion in Early Man”, (1992). 
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7.  A Hidden Essentialism 

 

With the publication of Objective Knowledge, ontological concerns played 

an increasing part in Popper’s thought. However, the basis for this ontological 

interest can be seen much earlier stemming from his concern with the 

Copenhagen interpretation of quantum mechanics.99 It was the subjectivism of the 

Copenhagen interpretation that Popper found greatly disturbing. This subjectivism 

can be seen in the understanding that there are some things that we can never 

know about the world, such as the precise movement of atomic particles. It held 

that it is possible to know either the position or momentum of a particle, but not 

both, at best we can work with probabilities.100 Popper was opposed to this theory 

of the complementarity of particles and waves associated with Niels Bohr, instead 

supporting de Brogie’s pilot waves which Popper thought was a much simpler 

hypothesis.101 However, the ‘subjectivist’ theory of probability was seen by 

Popper to be at odds with his falsificationist methodology. If the occurrence of an 

event in the future is said to have a given probability, then neither its occurrence 

nor its non-occurrence constitutes a refutation.102

Popper’s problematic solution would be to develop an objectivist 

understanding of probability or propensities that can be seen to be akin to Fregean 

non-physical objects. Probabilities, or what Popper referred to as “numerical 

propensities”, could be found objectively in the world.

  

103

                                                 
99 Popper, K. In Search of a Better World: Lectures and Essays from Thirty Years. 1984, London 

and New York: Routledge, (1996), p. 11. 

 Numerical propensities 

have an actuality and reality in the universe. However, such objects as 

100 Popper, K. (1999), p. 76. 
101 For Popper’s opposition to Bohr’s postion in which an “unknown ‘thing in itself’ is said to 

appear now as particle, now as wave…” see: Popper, K. (1999), p. 76. Also see: Popper, K. In 
Search of a Better World, (1996), p. 11. 

102 Popper, K. Conjectures and Refutations, (1963a), pp. 228-238. 
103 Popper, K. A World of Propensities, (1990), pp. 20-21. 
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propensities, as with Frege’s equator, can only be apprehended by us through 

thought. Frege’s ontological understanding of the objective and independent 

reality of numbers reappears in Popper’s objectivist solution to the problem of 

probability, thus saving the falsificationist methodology at least for science.  

Propensities are non-physical causal powers which “in physics are 

properties of the whole physical situation”.104 Within Popper’s thought there is 

something referred to as the “whole physical situation”, that is, the totality of 

events and processes which give rise to our apprehension of commonsense objects 

of the physical world. These events and properties are real and their reality is 

assured by their “properties”, which are the possibilities for as yet non-existent 

physical situations. Propensities are real in the sense that they are possible as well 

as “actual” in that “they can act”.105 We can know of their existence through their 

products; that is, the events which are the realisation of moments and situations 

that we experience as the physical world and with which our minds must 

interact.106

The future is open: objectively open. Only the past is fixed; it has been 
actualized and so it has gone. The present can be described as the continuing 
process of the actualization of propensities; or, more metaphorically, of the 
freezing or the crystallization of propensities. While the propensities 
actualize or realize themselves, they are continuing processes. When they 
have realized themselves, then they are no longer real processes. They freeze 
and so become past – and unreal.

 Popper summarises the continual process of actualisation of 

“invisible” Newtonian-like “attractive forces” upon the commonsense interactive 

experiences with which the human mind must confront the physical world: 

107

 
    

For Popper, even before the possibilities or propensities have realised 

themselves as objective situations in the moment of our awareness, when they are 
                                                 

104 Popper, K. A World of Propensities, (1990), p. 18. 
105 Popper, K. A World of Propensities, (1990), p. 18. 
106 Popper’s theory of propensities ought to be related to what he called “Compton’s problem” 

which is the problem of “how abstract entities such as rules and decisions, theories and 
melodies, are able to bring about changes in the physical world”. See: Miller, D. Out of Error, 
(2006), p. 34. 

107 Popper, K. A World of Propensities, (1990), p. 18. 
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mathematical equations of likelihood they remain real, they have what Popper 

called a “kind of reality”.108 These mathematical or numerical propensities, as 

Popper called them, that attach themselves to the possibility of one or another 

situation arising in the commonsense world have “a measure of this status” that is 

of having reality. “A measure” qualifies them for being an ontologically “not yet 

fully realized reality”.109 The notion of “reality” in A World of Propensities is an 

extremely complex one. Not only is this notion of the real both virtual, as 

numerical propensities attest, and actual as the possibility becomes the moment, 

but the virtual is actual as it is “actively” present at every moment.110 There is 

both a lesser and a greater variant of the real that exists in every moment. The real 

for Popper can have existence or not; it can be likely to have existence in the 

future, or have little (if not zero) chance of coming into existence. This 

understanding of reality is ultimately derived from Kant who subscribed to the 

traditional scholastic-rationalistic ontology which holds that different degrees or 

amounts of reality can be ascribed to things. This possibility was stipulated by 

Kant’s categories of quality (reality, negation, and limitation).111

Popper’s position on the logical notion of essentialism was not presented 

in a manner as direct as the above analytical notion of essentialism. This is 

because there was an absence in Popper’s theorising of a notion of causal power. 

 Hence, A World 

of Propensities reveals that it was not just epistemology that exemplified the 

centrality of Kant’s thought for Popper, but also his ontology owes much to Kant 

and surprisingly the scholastic tradition through Kant, despite Popper’s strong 

objections to scholasticism.   

                                                 
108 Popper, K. A World of Propensities, (1990), p. 20. 
109 Popper, K. A World of Propensities, (1990), p. 20. 
110 Popper, K. A World of Propensities, (1990), p. 20. 
111 Wood, A. “Rational Theology, moral faith, a religion”, in P. Guyer (eds.) The Cambridge 

Companion to Kant, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, (1992), p. 396. 
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For Popper, an object itself is the source of its causal powers. What exactly 

constitutes this causal power remains unknown. It appears that for Popper the 

universe operates according to natural laws, yet these are not fixed and 

determined but evolve as the essential properties of objects evolve. It is through 

evolution that new combinations of different sets of basic kinds come together to 

form new organisms. The successful actions that an organism makes throughout 

its lifetime does, in Lamarckian fashion, influence the basic sets constituting an 

organism, and thus its dispositions to act or react to external forces or influences. 

In regard to natural laws, Popper supported Hume’s “contingency thesis” which 

holds the position that natural laws could have been other than what they are and 

that in different possible worlds would give rise to different natural laws.112

Popper did not explain what is it exactly of the organism that acts or reacts 

to external forces, but he developed in his later years a descriptive metaphysical 

theory to explain the how of the unknown what of the objects dispositional 

operations. It was through the notion of numerical propensities that he aimed to 

describe the causal interaction of dispositions in a way that explained events and 

processes of the physical world. It was a determining demand that arose out of an 

object’s disposition that is the result of a dispositional process that caused events 

to happen. These events are the actions and interactions of dispositional objects 

being enticed or attracted to certain outcomes which are numerically most likely. 

Popper aimed at explaining the problem of causality and the process of interacting 

dispositions in A World of Propensities: 

  

What may happen in the future – say, tomorrow at noon – is, to some extent, 
open. There are many possibilities trying to realize themselves, but few of 
them have a very high propensity, given the existing conditions. When 
tomorrow noon approaches, under constantly changing conditions, many of 
these propensities will have become zero and others very small; and some of 
the propensities that remain will have increased. At noon, those propensities 

                                                 
112 Ellis, B. Truth and Objectivity, (2002), p. 78. 
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that realize themselves will be equal to 1 in the presence of the then existing 
conditions. Some will have moved to 1 continuously; others will have moved 
to 1 in a discontinuous jump. (One can therefore still distinguish between 
prima facie causal and acausal cases.) And although we may regard the 
ultimate state of the conditions at noon as the cause of the ultimate 
realization of the propensities…113

 
           

This explanation reveals Popper’s understanding of causal processes. His 

explanation of such processes however, fails to explain the free act of a wilful 

organism, yet it describes its going on through a “discontinuous jump”.114

To summarise, for Popper the world is one in which we can understand 

there to be essences, despite a lack of fundamental substances.

 

Through the possibility of a discontinuous jump a distinction in the notion of 

causality is required between the effectual event that has resulted from the 

numerically determined actions and interactions by various dispositional objects 

and the event that occurred despite the numerically most likely event. It is the 

latter which allows for freedom of action.  

115 As an 

indeterminist however, Popper argued that we can never know the truth of these 

essences. The concepts of truth and falsity do not pertain to the speculative and 

argumentative human endeavour of ascribing invisible essences to things, instead 

we ought to speak rather of a valid or invalid forever indeterminate conjecture 

into the essence of an object or state of affairs. We cannot know in the first place 

all the possible physical systems and the interacting processes that they undergo, 

to be able to correctly identify the object of which an essence is said to pertain. 

Through the interacting of these physical systems new laws of nature are created, 

which give rise to new modes of existence, new essences and new laws of 

nature.116

                                                 
113 Popper, K. A World of Propensities, (1990), p. 22. 

  

114 Popper, K. A World of Propensities, (1990), p. 22. 
115 Eccles, J., and K. Popper. The Self and Its Brain, (1977), p. 7.   
116 Popper, K. “Of Clouds and Clocks,” in Objective Knowledge, (1972), Ch. 6. 
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8. Conclusion 

 

This chapter has examined the importance of Frege and Lötze in providing 

the conceptual apparatus enabling Popper to develop an “ontology” out of his 

earlier Bühlerian understanding of linguistic communication. Popper’s ontology 

cannot be separated from this original setting in linguistics and it explains why 

certain features, such as questions concerning the objects of World 3 remained 

insufficiently theorised and open to criticism. It also explains the rather 

conventional and casual attitude in limiting the “worlds” to three, which also 

initially caused some confusion. This ontology needs to be viewed alongside 

Popper’s understanding of metaphysics and the particular role that it plays within 

human language, and further, the directing of language towards critical and 

rational argumentation. Ontology is used by Popper as a heuristic for guiding the 

reasonableness or otherwise of irrefutable philosophical assertions.  

The theories that comprise Popper’s ontological thought epitomise his 

early awareness of the importance of Kant’s transcendental method for his 

argumentation and refutation of others. These theories all rely on transcendentally 

carrying-over falsifiable or non-falsifiable theories to the field of ontology, 

rendering them all irrefutable. Popper believed that such irrefutable and non-

testable hypotheses could nonetheless be illuminating and potentially conducive 

to theory development. However, Feyerabend argued that “an ontological 

description frequently just adds verbiage to the formal analysis; it is nothing but 

an exercise in ‘sensitivity’ and ‘cuteness’”.117

                                                 
117 Feyerabend, P. Against Method, (1975), p. 236. 

 In this way Popper’s lifelong 

attempt to answer his critics and overcome the problems of his early answer to 
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Kant in Die beiden Grundprobleme gave rise to a critical rationalism comprised 

of what Stokes has earlier argued to be a kind of system, or more specifically an 

“evolving ‘system of ideas’”.118

                                                 
118 Stokes, G. Popper, (1998), pp. xii, 2. 

 The next two chapters explore how Popper’s 

methodological and argumentative techniques, particularly those associated with 

his falsificationist principle and his use of the transcendental method and 

unfalsifiable analogies account for the unique features of his social philosophy. It 

also explores the potential insights that we can gain into Popper’s epistemological 

thought from the methods and argumentative features of his social philosophy 

which are seen as consequences of his early task of revising Kant in Die beiden 

Grundprobleme.  
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Chapter Seven 
Popper, Berlin and Political Philosophy 

  

1. Introduction  

 

This chapter presents the case for the continuing relevance of Karl 

Popper’s political philosophy. Building upon the previous chapters’ exploration of 

Popper’s Kantianism in Die beiden Grundprobleme and the methodological, 

epistemological and ontological directions in which he developed his early 

arguments, the consequences for his political thought can now be examined. It 

will be argued in this chapter that Popper’s earlier fallibilist philosophy resulted in 

an opposition to what Popper called “expressivism” in political and social 

philosophy. This chapter makes the comparison between Popper’s anti-

expressivist political philosophy and Isaiah Berlin’s style of political philosophy 

which relies heavily upon intuitionist and expressivist techniques. It then 

compares the costs and benefits of the epistemological and methodological 

restrictions characteristic of Popper’s political philosophy with that of Berlin’s. 

This chapter relies heavily on Popper’s letters to re-open an important dialogue 

between the two political philosophers. By doing so the extent to which Popper’s 

political thought continues certain features of his earlier work can be evaluated. 

The extent to which Popper’s sophisticated epistemological background which 

was steeped in neo-Kantian and scientific realist arguments shaped his political 

philosophy will become increasingly apparent thorough such an evaluation. The 

extent to which Kant’s Transcendental Doctrine of Method underpinned Popper’s 

political philosophy will also be discussed.  
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The majority of Popper’s letters of correspondence deal with matters 

concerning the publication and drafting of his manuscripts and the general 

business pertaining to academic life. However, there are instances in which 

Popper revealed pivotal ideas and arguments that contribute to our understanding 

of the features of his thought.  Popper’s major political texts as well as his 

scientific texts, are largely directed towards the refutation of particular 

contemporaries, as such there is the risk of viewing Popper as a philosophical cold 

war warrior whose arguments are now dated. This chapter as well as the following 

chapter aim to show that social scientists and political philosophers still have 

much to learn from Popper’s methodology. In particular, it will be shown that the 

implications of his falsificationist principle for the various disciplines of the 

humanities have not been sufficiently explored.  

Section Two outlines the historical context of Popper and Berlin’s 

relationship in order to appreciate the interaction and similarities of their 

arguments. Section Three then discusses the epistemological differences between 

Popper and Berlin’s thought owing to the particular Kantian methodological 

background of Popper’s thought, discussed in previous chapters. Section Four 

highlights Berlin’s methodological differences from Popper by examining 

Berlin’s attitude towards what he called the “Third Discipline” of knowledge that 

allowed a greater scope for “intuitive” and “expressivist” sources of knowledge. 

Section Five observes the way in which the methodological differences discussed 

in the previous section, along with particular features of Popper’s ethics, inclined 

them towards theorising on the problem of liberty in different ways, to the extent 

that Popper proposed an alternative conception of positive liberty to Berlin’s. 
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2. Intellectual Interaction between Popper and Berlin 

 

The exchange of ideas between Popper and Berlin has not received the 

scholarly attention that it deserves. This is understandable given the almost 

complete absence of direct reference to one another in any of the works by these 

two philosophers. This is rather deceptive however, as they were both familiar 

with each other’s writings and ideas, as is evident from first-hand testimony of 

their interaction, their letters of correspondence and even to some extent the 

thematic changes in their work. In The Political Thought of Karl Popper, 

Shearmur relates that the current scholarship has so far pointed to broad thematic 

similarities between Popper’s political philosophy and Berlin’s as constituting a 

particular type of Cold War liberalism.1 Douglas E. Williams mentions that Berlin 

in his biography of Karl Marx described The Open Society as “a work of 

exceptional originality and power…provid[ing] the most scrupulous and 

formidable criticism of the philosophical and historical doctrines of Marxism by 

any living philosopher”.2 Shearmur has also shown that there is at least one letter 

of correspondence between Popper and Berlin that he states “is not without 

interest”.3 In this letter Popper complimented Berlin on his notion of positive 

freedom, but then went on to suggest an alternative notion, one that is both 

compatible with negative freedom and takes what might be regarded as typically 

Popperian moral principles into consideration.4

                                                 
1 Shearmur, J. The Political Thought of Karl Popper (1996a), p. 24. 

 Not only is this letter “not without 

interest”, but I contend that it reveals much about Popper’s political philosophy 

when seen in relation to the central features of his methodological thought.  

2 Berlin, I. Karl Marx, His Life and Environment, 3rd Ed. London: Oxford University Press, 
(1963), p. 6. 

3 Shearmur, J. The Political Thought of Karl Popper (1996a), p. 32. 
4 Shearmur, J. The Political Thought of Karl Popper (1996a), p. 32. 
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The letter that Shearmur mentioned from Popper to Berlin dated 17th of 

February 1959 is of greater importance than its two pages suggests.5 However, the 

corpus of correspondence that remains between these two further complicates our 

understanding of their personal and intellectual relationship. The picture that 

Joseph Agassi developed in A Philosopher’s Apprentice: In Karl Popper’s 

Workshop (1993), provides indispensable insight into Popper’s relationship with 

Berlin.6

It is suggested by Agassi that Berlin was less impressed with Popper’s 

arguments and more impressed with Wittgenstein’s reputation.

 Agassi’s work presents the differences between these philosophers as 

primarily resulting from a personality clash between two people who were more 

often than not in agreement on major philosophical debates despite the differing 

intellectual disciplines in which they worked. Agassi presents a picture of Popper 

and Berlin as hostile rivals competing to make the same arguments to the same 

audience.  

7 Agassi narrates 

the story in which after the 1953 Auguste Comte Lecture at the London School of 

Economics in which Berlin spoke against the theory of historical inevitability, 

Popper “all but called him a plagiarist” an accusation resulting from Berlin’s 

similar opposition to what Popper regarded as historicism.8

                                                 
5 Popper to Berlin, 17 February 1959; Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 276-10. 

 A complex theoretical 

engagement can be seen in a Popper-Berlin-Wittgenstein nexus, in which Berlin 

repeatedly credited Wittgenstein for philosophical positions that Popper claimed 

6 Agassi, J. A Philosopher’s Apprentice, (1993) 
7 Agassi, J. A Philosopher’s Apprentice, (1993), pp. 114-115. 
8 See: Agassi, J. A Philosopher’s Apprentice, (1993), p. 12. Also see: Berlin, I. Four Essays on 

Liberty, Oxford: Oxford UP, (1969), pp. 41-117. However, Weinstein and Zakai suggest that on 
the basis of Berlin’s essay “Historical Inevitability” in Four Essays on Liberty that: “Berlin was 
probably inspired by Popper in attacking historicism, and, in the process, set out a method of 
textual interpretation congenial to rationally reconstructing political theory’s cannon in 
Popperian fashion”. Weinstein, D., and Zakai, A. “Exile and interpretation: Popper’s re-
invention of the history of political thought”, (2006), p. 201. It is clear from the work of Popper 
and Berlin that there was an element of mutual influence but in light of Agassi’s remarks on the 
uneasy relationship between the two as well as their letters of correspondence it can be easily 
seen why this is something that they both would not care to emphasise.    
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for himself. This indicates Berlin’s lack of familiarity with the central European 

tradition of the philosophy of language that Wittgenstein’s Philosophical 

Investigations and Popper’s objectivism and Bühlerian linguistics both reflected. 

In the 1953 lecture titled Historical Inevitability (1969), Berlin concluded by 

giving Wittgenstein the credit for having provided the sources for his argument 

against historical inevitability.9 However, in the footnotes to this lecture Berlin 

explicitly credits Popper with having “exposed some of the fallacies of 

metaphysical ‘historicism’ with such force and precision, and made so clear its 

incompatibility with any kind of scientific empiricism, that there is no further 

excuse for confounding the two”.10 Agassi also raises the important observation 

that curiously there is no mention at all in this paper by Berlin of Wittgenstein.11

It ought to be understood that although Berlin’s early intellectual 

formation in Oxford in the 1930s occurred in an environment in which 

philosophy’s most pressing questions were set in the logical positivism of his 

personal discussions with Stuart Hampshire, A. J. Ayer and J. L. Austin. 

Notwithstanding this, Berlin, like Popper, never regarded himself as a positivist.

  

12 

The work of both authors can be seen as pulling away from early positivistic 

influences, but in epistemologically different directions. The different directions 

that Berlin and Popper’s thought took can be seen in the differing attitude towards 

the role of Einfühlung in their respective philosophies.13

                                                 
9 Agassi, J. A Philosopher’s Apprentice, (1993), p. 12. 

 Berlin’s emphasis upon 

historicity which relies so heavily upon “an effort at Einfühlung” is at odds with 

Popper’s scepticism of any approach to scholarship relying on knowledge of such 

10 Agassi, J. A Philosopher’s Apprentice, (1993), p. 49. 
11 Agassi, J. A Philosopher’s Apprentice, (1993), p. 13. 
12 Berlin, I. Concepts and Categories: Philosophical Essays. Henry Hardy. Ed. New York: The 

Viking Press, (1978), pp. xi-xii. 
13 For Berlin’s understanding of Einfühlung see: Crowder, G. Isaiah Berlin: Liberty and 

Pluralism. Malden MA: Polity Press, (2004), p. 19. Popper’s understanding of the concept can 
be found in: Popper: K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, [1959], (1968), pp. 8-9. 
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subjective sources.14 Agassi stated that Berlin felt that Wittgenstein’s later 

positivistic critique of metaphysics was immune to Popper’s criticism.15 

However, it remains to be seen just how familiar Berlin was with Popper’s 

arguments on universals and language as many of Popper’s most important 

arguments remained unpublished, at least until the 1970s. Another concern with 

Berlin’s criticism of Popper is pointed to by Crowder who argued that Berlin had 

an intellectual distaste for abstraction which was awakened by his encounter with 

logical positivism.16

The letters of correspondence between Popper and Berlin from the period 

of 1954 until 1966 support a somewhat more conciliatory picture. At the level of 

intellectual familiarity there is evidently a high regard for each other’s work. 

Although it seems that Popper, at least in the 17 February 1959 letter was keen to 

emphasise his differences with Berlin despite his overall agreement. This letter is 

a response by Popper to his reading of a typescript which he received “with the 

author’s compliments” of Berlin’s Inaugural Lecture delivered before the 

University of Oxford on 31 October 1958, and published as Two Concepts of 

Liberty (1958). In this letter Popper stated “I have hardly ever read anything on 

the philosophy of politics with which I agreed so completely on all important 

issues – and the issues are very important indeed”.

  

17

                                                 
14 For a discussion on the confusion between Berlin’s ethics and politics leading to serious 

allegations of relativism see: Crowder: 2004: 18-19. I contend that Popper’s wealth in dealing 
with epistemological problems enabled him to avoid such confused theoretical standpoints. 
However, Popper’s formative environment in Vienna perhaps conditioned his personal morality 
in a way that was not as sucepptable to the antinomy of liberalism. This point once again 
emphasises the need to appreciate the impact of social democratic and progressivist thinking 
upon Popper’s politics and ethics.   

 Unlike the correspondence 

with Hayek in which Popper emphasised points of similarity, such as their 

positions on ‘negativism’, and ‘scientism’, Popper is not afraid to emphasise in 

15 Agassi, J. A Philosopher’s Apprentice, (1993), p. 114. 
16 Crowder, G. Isaiah Berlin, (2004), p. 32. 
17 Popper to Berlin, 17 February 1959; Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 276-10. 
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this letter to Berlin that he “has some criticisms – in fact, a long list”. However, 

Popper did not give these reasons for criticism in his letter. In light of this critical 

undertone in their relationship Agassi argued that this unease could be the result 

of an unwanted third party at the table, namely Wittgenstein.18

 

   

3. Epistemological Differences  

 

There are many similar features common to the philosophical positions of 

Popper and Berlin, nonetheless, the major difference constitutes an irreconcilable 

gulf between competing conceptions of intellectual inquiry. Joshua Cherniss 

emphasised the similarities between Popper and Berlin as arising from “the 

recently vanquished threat of Nazism, and the surviving specter of 

Communism”.19

Despite their similar political positions associated with a “Cold War 

liberalism” Popper and Berlin were radically different thinkers. The similarities 

between Berlin and Popper may appear to be based upon a specific historically 

situated abhorrence of totalitarian forms of governance in the period during and 

after the Second World War. This is particularly the case for Popper whose 

 Such similarities between Popper and Berlin can be generalised 

to include: a critique of determinism and the unknown consequences of actions; a 

fear of conformity and coercion; an emphasis on freedom over individual 

happiness; an anti-essentialist understanding of the individual and anti-

Utopianism, which were above all driven by a sense of strong moral convictions 

and political fears. It is these similarities that draw attention away from the 

differences underlying their philosophical approach to defending liberalism.  

                                                 
18 Agassi, J. A Philosopher’s Apprentice, (1993), p. 14-16. 
19 Chernis, J. “Isaiah Berlin’s Political Ideas”, in Isaiah Berlin Political Ideas in the Romantic 

Age: Their Rise and Influence on Modern Thought. Henry Hardy. Ed. Princeton, New Jersey: 
Princeton University Press, (2006), p. xxvii. 
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Poverty of Historicism and The Open Society and its Enemies were explicitly 

written as a “war effort”.20

Popper and Berlin shared a common philosophical commitment against 

determinism and a support for the central elements of the Kantian Enlightenment 

project of the illumination of the human world by rational inquiry. Nonetheless, 

Berlin was a critic of the excessive rationalism inherent in modern liberalism.

  

21 

This criticism of the rational foundations of liberalism is due to what John Gray 

calls Berlin’s “agonistic liberalism” linked with a notion of value pluralism.22 

Berlin’s liberalism does not rest on a conception of rational choice, but sees the 

value of freedom as deriving from the very limits of rational choice where the 

goods to be decided upon are themselves incommensurable.23 According to Gray, 

The development of a liberalism based upon a choice theory of conflicting and 

inherently incompatible goods in which radical rather than rational choices must 

be made amongst incommensurables is particular to Berlin’s thought.24

Popper and Berlin have been seen to represent a Post-War renewal of the 

Enlightenment, and to have staunchly opposed a brand of historicism that they 

perceived originated in the thought of Hegel.

  

25

                                                 
20 See Popper’s letter to Carnap, 15 October 1942. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 282-24. See: 

Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), p. 87. Geoffrey Stokes has previously stated that 
Popper regarded these works as part of his “war effort”. See: Stokes, G. Popper, (1998), p. 47. 

 From these texts it can be seen that 

Popper attempted to hammer out a renewal of Kant’s project of personal 

liberation through the use of reason by developing a picture of the growth of 

scientific knowledge. This was achieved with a Kantian belief in a reason that 

21 For Berlin’s discussion on determinism see; Berlin, I. “From Hope and Fear Set Free”, in 
Concepts and Categories Philosophical Essays, (1978). 

22 Gray, J. Berlin, London: Fontana Press, (1995), p. 8. 
23 Gray, J. Berlin, (1995), pp. 8-9. 
24 Gray, J. Berlin, (1995), p. 8. 
25 This point was argued in the forward by Joshua Cherniss, “Isaiah Berlin’s Political Ideas”, 

(1990), p. 1. Also, for Berlin’s sympathy for the moral and political commitments of the 
Enlightenment see: Berlin, I. The Crooked Timber of Humanity.  [1959] Henry Hardy. Ed. 
Princeton, New Jersey: Princeton University Press, 1990. For Gray, Berlin was an 
Enlightenment thinker who used counter-Enlightenment thinkers to support the liberal tradition. 
See: Gray, J. Two Faces of Liberalism, Cambridge: Polity Press, (2000), p. 120. 
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oversteps its bounds in the pursuit of completing a world-view.26 It is this 

overstepping which leads to new discoveries and the growth of scientific 

knowledge. Popper described in the Logik that an intellectual love or Einfühlung 

of the object of inquiry spurs the intuitive faculty of reason (one that contains an 

irrational element) to propose bold new conjectures.27

In developing a biological and evolutionary understanding to the problem 

of knowledge Popper saw an unknowable logic that governed creative discovery 

and a discovered method of trial and error elimination, which unites the process of 

making great scientific discoveries with non-scientific discoveries, such as the 

processes with which Mozart wrote his musical scores. Berlin, however, was 

opposed to the view he called the ‘Ionian fallacy’, that is, the belief in the unity of 

all the sciences.

   

28 Berlin argued that philosophy constitutes a third way of 

knowledge which differs from both the empirical and formal disciplines.29

 Popper’s inability to deal effectively with the emotive content and 

expressive component of statements in political philosophy can be seen in the 

subject matter and method of his later social and political thought. It is 

 As 

persuasive as Popper’s position remains, Berlin’s position gains strength in light 

of Popper’s later writings on aesthetics and social philosophy in which he felt the 

need to qualify his work with epistemological cautions over how serious they 

ought to be taken. It does not literally mean that one ought not to take what has 

been argued too seriously, but that the thesis in question does not fulfil any 

minimum set of requirements to render it sufficiently valid. In other words, the 

theory cannot be tested, thus does not conform to the falsificationist principle.  

                                                 
26 For Popper’s explanation of the importance of Kant’s idea of reason contradicting itself see: 

Popper, K. Unended Quest, (1974), p. 18. 
27 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, [1959], (1962), p. 9. 
28 Cherniss, J. “Isaiah Berlin’s Political Ideas”, (2006), p. xlix. 
29 Cherniss, J. “Isaiah Berlin’s Political Ideas”, (2006), p. xvii. 
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particularly apparent in his use of analogous reasoning from arguments in what 

Berlin would call the scientific or formal disciplines to theories concerning human 

institutions and governance which Berlin would situate in a third discipline of 

knowledge. Hence, the expressive component to the growth of knowledge does 

not give a sufficient epistemological explanation, something that Berlin attempted 

to do by means of a thesis that he called the “third way” or “third discipline”.30 

This aspect of our knowledge that grows positively, yet is not subject to the 

stringent requirements of falsification, also has as its source that creative intuition 

or Einfühlung. This Einfühlung is what Berlin aimed to elaborate in his writings 

on the history of ideas and is best exemplified in his Personal Impressions.31

 

 

4. The Challenge of the “Third Discipline” 

 

Popper’s philosophy has often been criticised on the grounds that it was 

unclear in regard to many of its most important conceptual features. His 

conception of World 3 in particular has been inaccessible to many, despite the 

clear and unpretentious language that Popper used when describing the features of 

this concept.32 In regard to Popper’s writing, it has often been what is omitted or 

underelaborated that has provided problems for the reader. There have been many 

other more fundamental concepts that have faced accusations of being 

insufficiently defined. Margenau comments on the inaccessibility and the lack of 

clarity of Popper’s notion of propensity.33

                                                 
30 Berlin, I. Concepts and Categories, (1978), p. 2.  

 Boyle stated that some may feel that 

31 Berlin, I. Personal Impressions. Henry Hardy.  Ed. London: Pimilco, Random House, [1949], 
(1998). 

32 For an example of a confusion concerning a logial fact in Popper’s notion of World 3 see: 
Popper, K. (1982), pp. 56-57, note 17.  

33 Margenau, H. “On Popper’s Philosophy of Science”, (1974), p. 758. 
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Popper’s notion of justice hardly goes far enough.34 Carr has accused Popper of 

emptying his understanding of justice of all precise meaning.35 It is Popper’s 

unwillingness to deal with expressive and other non-cognitive or unfalsifiable 

concepts or properties that resulted from his early scientific methodology that has 

led to this lack of elucidation or clarity. Berlin on the other hand, stated that he 

believed it was the task of political philosophy to elucidate, explain and clarify 

concepts and doctrines and to study successive human attitudes.36

The contrast between Popper and Berlin is based upon Popper’s theory of 

knowledge. Popper’s understanding of knowledge consists of human knowledge 

having a subjective and objective mode,

  

37 and can be expressed as being 

constitutive of an unknowable logic and a discovered method of conjectures and 

refutations.38

It is here that Berlin’s understanding of political philosophy as constituting 

a “third discipline” of knowledge may be useful in locating political philosophy in 

relation to other scholarly disciplines.

 However, for Popper the intellectual activities involved in political 

philosophy are not situated within a sufficiently understood realm of knowledge.  

39 Berlin’s third discipline describes an 

alternative discipline of knowledge from that of the scientific and formal 

disciplines. This third discipline allows for an explanation of a type of objective 

knowledge that Popper would not admit due to the dangers he perceived as 

resulting from its “expressionism”.40

                                                 
34 Boyle. R. “Karl Popper’s Open Society: A Personal Appreciation”, in Schlipp, A. Eds. The 

Philosophy of Karl Popper, La Salle, Illinois: The Open Court, (1974), p. 856. 

 Berlin’s admission of imagination as 

35 Boyle. R. “Karl Popper’s Open Society: A Personal Appreciation”, (1974), p. 847. 
36 Berlin, I. Political Ideas in the Romantic Age, (2006), pp. 11-12. 
37 For Popper’s distinction between the two “modes” of the one knowledge see: “Gespräch mit Sir 

Karl Popper”. 1975 June 1. Interview conducted by Conceptus staff (not published) Typscript. 
Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 167. 6.  

38 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, [1959], (1962), p. 8. 
39 Berlin, I. Concepts and Categories, (1978), p. 2. 
40 It should be noted that Popper used the term “expressivism” quite liberally in regards to any 

knowedge that is developed out of intellectual or subjective feeling rather than rational 
discussion according to a critical attitude.  
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“expressionism” constituted a criticism of Popper’s controversial objective theory 

of conjectural knowledge.41

 However, Popper in Conjectures and Refutations also made a similar 

distinction between “three types of theory”.

 For Berlin, the formal disciplines and the factual 

natural sciences have their own specialised techniques for finding the relevant 

answers to questions in their fields. 

42 The first of these consisted of 

logical and mathematical theories, the second of empirical and scientific theories 

and the third of philosophical or metaphysical theories.43

                                                 
41 “Humanistic sociology” is a classic example of an anti-positivist method of sociological 

research that sees a valuable role for expressivistic or imaninative methods. See: Smolicz, J. J.J 
Smolicz on Education and Culture, Margaret Secombe and Joseph Zajda, Eds. Melbourne: 
James Nicholas Publisher, (1999), p. 292: “The distinct nature of sociological subject matter is 
said to demand a specific kind of methodology. The basis of that distinction resides in the 
operation referred to as that of Verstehen (which Znaniecki and MacIver called “imaginative 
reconstruction” and which Ossowski labeled “empathy”). That operation has no analogues in 
natural sciences. Its key role is related to the specific nature of subject matter in social sciences 
since Verstehen is the only way of obtaining access to other people’s mental states. We can have 
access to our own thoughts and experiences through introspection, but we have access to other 
people’s thoughts and experiences only through a process of imaginative reconstruction”. 

 Immediately we can see 

that Popper’s approach to this problem was theory-focused, and as theories are 

directed towards problems, Popper’s approach is ultimately problem-centred. In 

the case of the first two types of theories, Popper theorised at length on the 

grounds upon which they could be considered true or false. This condition 

pertains to their refutability, both logically (analytically) and/or empirically 

(synthetically). However, he did not treat of the third type in sufficient theoretical 

detail. In light of his reading of Fries, Popper understood that we often accept 

such philosophical and metaphysical theories as true or false despite their 

irrefutability as the result of psychological factors. For Popper the Kantian 

concern with the “grounds of validity” or Geltungsgrund remained a central 

concern even when he turned his attention toward debates in political 

42 Popper, K. Conjectures and Refutations, (1963a), p. 179. 
43 One wonders to what extent Popper could have been influenced by Berlin in making his 

distinctions between the three types of theory.  
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philosophy.44 Popper’s only solution to such a dilemma was to discuss such 

theories according to what he regarded as their “problem-situation”.45

For Popper, allowing such expressivism, or Husserlian Wesensschau, is 

likely to lead to other problems given the epistemological overconfidence or 

arrogance that philosophies of Wesen engender.

 Thus, on 

the basis of the problem-situation, we can proceed to criticise a given theory. This 

was the only solution that Popper proposed, and it intuitively appears in regard to 

the theoretical wealth of non-formal and non-scientific knowledge, to be a rather 

limited way to go about discussing such matters. Berlin’s formative thought, on 

the other hand, was not subject to the same neo-Kantian concerns about the 

grounds of validity that preoccupied Popper.  As a result Berlin’s third type or 

discipline is given a less restrictive epistemological treatment, the theories of this 

discipline would be regarded according to Popper’s epistemology as allowing 

“expressivism” by allowing moral imagination to play a fundamental role.  

46  Popper’s later opposition to the 

Husserlian notion of Wesensschau was based upon his early Die beiden 

Grundprobleme. Husserl declared that the Kantian proposition of the non-

existence of intellectual intuition was a serious error of critical philosophy.47 

Popper’s rejection of Wesensschau or intuitionism was fundamentally in keeping 

with Fries. This anti-intuitionism was an aspect of Popper’s thought that he had 

received from his close friend Julius Kraft the author of Von Husserl zu 

Heidegger.48

                                                 
44 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 14. 

 In keeping with the Kantian-Friesian tradition Popper related that: 

“The doctrine of “intellectual intuition”, may best be defined as the view that we 

can have a pictorial and intuitive “grasp” not only of particular individual cases, 

45 Popper, K. Conjectures and Refutations, (1963a), pp. 198-199. 
46 Popper, K. The World of Parmenides, (1998), p. 244.  
47 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 128.  
48 Kraft, J. Von Husserl zu Heidegger, (1957), p. 23. 
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but also of universal “essences” (universal concepts, law like regularities, etc.)”.49 

Popper elsewhere reminds us that for Kraft: “The intuitionist philosopher is an 

authoritarian philosopher”.50

The problem from which Berlin derived the solution of the third discipline 

of knowledge, was also of fundamental concern to the early Popper. Berlin stated 

in The Purpose of Philosophy (1950) that:  

  

The history of systematic human thought is largely a sustained effort to 
formulate all the questions that occur to mankind in such a way that the 
answers to them will fall into one or other of two great baskets: the empirical, 
i.e. questions whose answers depend, in the end, on the data of observation; 
and the formal, i.e. questions whose answers depend on pure calculation, 
untrammelled by factual knowledge…The distinction between these two 
great sources of human knowledge has been recognised since the first 
beginning of self-conscious thinking.51

 
 

I have shown in Chapter Three that Popper sought a solution in the separation of 

empiricism from induction and rationalism from deduction. The result was the 

deductive-empiricist position in which all claims to knowledge are rendered 

hypothetical and must be subjected to severe testing in order to be provisionally 

accepted.52 We can perceive that Popper sought to re-order what Berlin described 

as “baskets” into one deductive-empirical basket and render all those questions 

that do not fit into it as epistemologically unimportant and “not to be taken too 

seriously”.53

                                                 
49 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 128. 

 Popper believed that, unlike the formal disciplines or science, 

philosophical theories such as those of Berlin’s “third discipline” thesis, can never 

50 Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), p. 19. 
51 Berlin, I. Concepts and Categories, (1978), p. 2. 
52 Petersen, A. F. “The Role of Problems and Problem Solving in Popper’s Early Work on 

Psychology”, (1984), p. 242. 
53 Examples of this phrase can be found in Popper, K. Schöpferische Selbstkritik in Wissenschaft 

und Kunst, Reder zur Eröffnung der Saltzburger Festspiele, 1979. Particularly on page 29 where 
it is stated: “Ich möchte betonen, daß alles, was ich darüber sagen werde, spekulativ ist, aus 
Vermutungen besteht”. Also see, Popper, K”.Bücher und Gedanken: Das erste Buch Europas”, 
in Auf der Suche nach einer besseren Welt, [1984], (2004), p. 120. English unpublished version 
titled Unintended Consequences: The Origin of the European Book. 
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have a final solution or proof that can be largely agreed upon.54 For Popper, the 

best we can do is to critically examine the problem-situation and its underlying 

assumption, and the various possible ways of resolving it.55 With an eye to 

problems of historical importance, Berlin saw that “between the two original 

baskets, the empirical and the formal, there is at least one intermediate basket, in 

which all those questions live which cannot easily be fitted into the other two”.56

Such an intermediate “basket” contains all those questions that cannot be 

answered either by observation or calculation, neither by the inductive nor the 

deductive methods. What for Berlin is contained in this “intermediate basket”, 

and what for Popper “cannot be taken too seriously”, are consigned to the same 

epistemological position of questions without answers and without a given 

method in which they can be treated. Berlin’s “intermediate basket” contains what 

can be seen to be analogous to those “nichtentscheidende immanente und 

transzendente Kritiken”, that Popper wrote about in his 9th of July 1967 letter to 

Victor Kraft.

  

57  The objects of Berlin’s “intermediate basket” are neither 

empirical nor formal because such intermediate knowledge relies heavily upon 

analogical or “transcendental” argumentation. The refutation of such an argument 

for Popper would require a “transcendental criticism”. As a result such criticisms 

are “nichtentscheidend” or “undecidable”. Popper stated that such arguments 

based upon transcendental criticism “should not be regarded as an argument” 

however admitted later in life that they could be “exceedingly illuminating”, so 

long as one remained aware of the epistemological status of such arguments.58

                                                 
54 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 86. 

 

From this last point we can see that although Popper’s anti-intuitionism provided 

55 Popper, K. Conjectures and Refutations, (1963), p. 200. 
56 Berlin, I. Concepts and Categories, (1978), p. 3. 
57 Letter of Correspondence. Popper to Victor Kraft. 9 June 1967. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 

3.16, 24. Victor Kraft 1945-74.  
58 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 58. 
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particular challenges for his political philosophy, he was far from being a logical 

positivist. 

 

5. The Problem of Liberty 

 

Berlin’s notion of the “third way” pointed out a major shortfall in Popper’s 

objectivist epistemology, that is, the lack of a kind of third epistemological way in 

which knowledge in the political and moral disciplines can grow. In a similar 

manner Popper put forward a positive conceptual alternative to Berlin’s 

historically derived conceptual division of the notion of liberty. A Popperian 

attitude towards fixed definitions would necessarily be sceptical towards Berlin’s 

division of liberty into positive and negative kinds. Berlin attributed to both kinds 

of liberty certain fixed properties deriving from events in European history 

originating from the French Revolution. Despite this conceptual problem, 

Popper’s criticism of Berlin’s notions of liberty was neither based upon the 

immutability of his definitions, nor their lack of falsifiability. The fact that Popper 

could argue against one irrefutable or non-scientific theory, that of Berlin’s 

conception of positive liberty, with another irrefutable theory is evidence of a less 

positivistic attitude towards arguability than appeared in the Logik. 

Gray stated that Popper’s criticism pertains to Berlin’s notion of positive 

liberty, and Berlin’s understanding of its inherent tendency toward oppression, 

violence and abuse leading him to support the negative account of freedom.59

                                                 
59 Gray, J. Berlin, (1995), pp. 5-6. 

 

These concerns were also expressed by Jacob Leib Talmon (1916 – 1980) in The 

Origins of Totalitarian Democracy (1952) who attributed these negative aspects 

of a positive notion of freedom to the dual origins of democracy. For Talmon, 
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eighteenth century French democratic thought was characterised by the dual 

strains of a totalitarian and a liberal distinction. The totalitarian strain is subject to 

the “paradox of freedom”.60 For the totalitarian strain of democracy all human 

thought and action is seen as having social significance. This significance is based 

upon the understanding that it is possible to possess a sole and exclusive truth in 

politics. Thus, a political Messianism postulates, according to Talmon, a 

“preordained, harmonious and perfect scheme of things, to which men are 

irresistibly driven”.61 This then legitimises the political as the only realm in 

human existence.62

Popper refuted the premise of totalitarian democracy by stating that if 

humans were endowed with the capacity for reason and will to know what was in 

our best interest, we would indeed not do any harm. The problem is that due to 

human fallibilism this is just not possible. Popper’s hypothetical-deductive 

empiricism then is in full accordance with Talmon’s argument that empiricism is 

the ally of freedom, and the doctrinaire spirit is the friend of totalitarianism.

 The paradox arises, when the totalitarian understanding of 

democracy understands humans as being endowed by the capacity for absolute 

truth, to know what constitutes humanity’s fullest satisfaction and true interest.  

63 

Popper demonstrated the developmental basis for such doctrinaire tendencies in 

his early thesis ‘Gewohnheit’ und ‘Gesetzerlebnis’.64

                                                 
60 Talmon, J. The Origins of Totalitarian Democracy, 1952. London: Sphere Books Ltd., (1970), 

p. 2. Also see: Popper, K. The Open Society and Its Enemies, (1945), Vol 2, p. 124. 

 However, it was through 

Popper’s Kantian influences that he managed to bypass this antimony of freedom 

as well as the epistemological basis for totalitarian democracy. Popper saw any 

idea of absolute purposeful action from the Kantian sense of our capacity to have 

knowledge of regulative ideals. We cannot know that an idea we have is true or 

61 Talmon, J. The Origins of Totalitarian Democracy, (1952), p. 2. 
62 Talmon, J. The Origins of Totalitarian Democracy, (1952), pp. 1-3. 
63 Talmon, J. The Origins of Totalitarian Democracy, (1952), p. 2. 
64 See: Popper, K. “‘Gewohnheit’ und ‘Gesetzerlebnis,’” in Frühe Schriften, (2006). 
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even correct, but we can understand it as an ever unachievable ideal directing our 

practical action in a purposeful manner.  

Popper sought to provide an argument against Berlin’s support for 

negative liberty which involved a redefining of the attributes of positive liberty 

according to Popper’s understanding of objective knowledge, and his Bühlerian 

understanding of inter-subjective communication. Thus, Popper could with a 

different set of principles derive a different notion of positive liberty. Popper’s 

letter of 17th of February 1959 is the only written instance in which we have 

evidence of his alternative theory of positive liberty. The basis for Popper’s 

notion of liberty would be inspired by his Kantian ethical principles, but would 

not be developed further from the cursory criticism of this letter.  

Popper did not claim that Berlin’s notion of positive liberty was wrong in 

any sense. In fact he called it “a marvelous elaboration of the idea of being one’s 

own master”.65

the idea to spend one’s life as well as one can; experimenting, trying to 
realise in one’s own way, and with full respect to others (and their different 
valuations) what one values most? And may not the search for truth – sapere 
aude be part of a positive idea of self-liberation?

 What Popper did was to provide an alternative conception of 

positive freedom from the one which calls individuals to action in order to secure 

itself in the form of an idealistic belief. Popper’s alternative was to supply a 

notion of positive freedom around the following central points inspired by Kant’s 

essay, Beantwortung der Frage: Was ist Aufklärung? (1784):  

66

 
  

Popper’s alternative to Berlin’s positive liberty was described as a “very simple 

idea of positive freedom which may be complementary to negative freedom”.67

                                                 
65 Popper to Berlin, 17 February 1959, Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 276-10. 

  

66 Popper to Berlin, 17 February 1959, Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 276-10. For Kant’s use of the 
term Sapere aude see: Kant, I. (1784) An Answer to the Question: What is Enlightenment? 
(1991), p. 1. 

67 Popper to Berlin, 17 February 1959, Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 276-10. 
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Popper’s notion also reflects Charles Taylor’s understanding of positive 

liberty as a doctrine concerned with a view of freedom which “involves 

essentially the exercising of control over one’s life”.68 For Taylor, one is 

positively free “only to the extent that one has effectively determined oneself and 

the shape of one’s life,” in what he calls an “exercise-concept” of freedom.69

In this light it may be perceived that Popper’s understanding of what ought 

to be contained within a notion of positive liberty is actually a central element of 

negative liberty. This is not surprising as Popper reminds us that Kant in the 

Critique of Pure Reason has already taught us that synthetic judgements cannot be 

logically validated as a synthetic judgement is defined by the fact that its negation 

is also logically possible.

 

Popper’s conception of positive liberty is in agreement with this, but incorporates 

further Popperian ethical-epistemological characteristics. Thus, positive liberty 

for Popper is also seen to embody an ethical attitude conducive to the 

evolutionary flourishing of the individual through providing an ethical 

proscription reflective of the way humans learn through the process of trial and 

error. It also includes the principle of harm reduction. Effective harm reduction 

for Popper required a single regulative ideal of truth towards which people of 

different cultures and beliefs can move. Moving towards a regulative ideal of 

truth is desired instead of moving towards regulative ideals of the greatest good 

which tend to lead to radically conflicting utopian visions. 

70

                                                 
68 Taylor, C. “What’s wrong with negative liberty?” In A. Ryan Eds. The Idea of Freedom, 

Oxford: Oxford University Press, (1979a), p. 177. 

 As Berlin’s two conceptions of liberty were developed 

69 Taylor, C. “What’s wrong with negative liberty?” (1979a), p. 177. However, it should be noted 
that Taylor’s response to Berlin was shaped by his Hegelianism which Popper did not share. For 
Taylor’s Hegelianism see: Taylor, C. Hegel, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, (1975) 
and: Taylor, C. Hegel and Modern Society, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, (1979b). 
For recent scholarship on Taylor’s Hegelianism see: Smith, N. H. Charles Taylor: Meaning, 
Morals and Modernity. Cambridge: Polity Press, (2002): Ch. 3. 

70 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 15. Also 
see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 14. 
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out of imposing the two concepts upon various theoretical examples of theorising 

upon liberty throughout history, the judgement that there are two concepts of 

liberty which hold opposing properties is logically impossible as the negation of a 

synthetic judgement is also logically possible. Taylor’s understanding of what 

ought to be the defining property of the concept of positive liberty is the “ability 

to exercise control over one’s own life”.71

From Popper’s and Taylor’s  understanding of the role of self-mastery for 

the individual, a categorical problem arises as to the distinction between 

properties which ought to be seen as central to the distinction between the 

concepts of positive and negative liberty. A central point of divergence between 

Popper and Taylor is raised by Geoffrey Stokes in Popper: Philosophy, Politics 

and Scientific Method. Stokes mentions that Popper in Volume Two of The Open 

Society argued that a strategy of ‘self-analysis’ involved in overcoming self 

constraints  is futile, and “is no substitute for overcoming those practical actions 

which are necessary for establishing the democratic institutions which alone can 

guarantee the freedom of critical thought, and the progress of science”.

 In this sense both Taylor and Popper 

made the same criticism of Berlin’s historically based conception of positive 

liberty. Thus, they reject Berlin’s argument by demonstrating the equally possible 

validity of contradicting synthetic conceptions of liberty. In this we can see the 

return of Popper’s early Kantian-Friesian concern for the grounds of validity for 

any judgement through his providing an alternative conception or judgement of 

liberty, which contains within it an epistemological criticism of Berlin’s 

theorising on liberty.  

72

                                                 
71 Taylor, C. “What’s wrong with negative liberty?” (1979a), p. 177. 

 This 

praxiological aspect is a central feature of Popper’s political philosophy, which 

72 Popper, K. The Open Society and Its Enemies, [1945], (1962), Vol 2, p. 223. 
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also distinguishes Popper from Berlin.73 It also reflects Popper’s early revision of 

Kant by rectifying what he believed were the overly generous concessions that 

Kant made towards rationalism.74

Stokes points out that “although Popper’s notion of individual 

responsibility requires a concept of liberty as self-mastery, understood in 

epistemological terms, he does not indicate adequately how this may be 

attained”.

 For Popper a theorisation of liberty is validated 

only insofar as it can be applied to the empirical, that is, social realm.   

75 Popper did undertheorise how such a concept of liberty as self 

mastery could be attained. This would have required a study similar to 

Kotarbiński’s Praxeology (1965), that is, a science of human action.76 One senses 

that Popper was moving towards something like this but never quite got there. 

However, we can gain a glimpse at what Popper had in mind by a notion of 

individual responsibility and self-mastery understood epistemologically through 

his theory of progress in moral standards. This idea of equating progress in the 

normative realm of moral standards in the same way as Tarski enabled a 

progressive movement from one true statement to another true statement of 

greater descriptive content can be seen in the notes to The Open Society.77

Once again we can see the importance of Tarski for Popper’s political 

thought; in this case, in relation to the concept of liberty and the virtue of 

 We can 

gain from this a better understanding of the epistemological terms in which he 

understood the role of individual responsibility in relation to the concept of 

liberty.  

                                                 
73 Jeremy Shearmur similarly refers to a “procedural” emphasis within his political philosophy. 

See: Shearmur, J. “ Critical Rationalism and Ethics”, (2009), p. 341. 
74 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 19. Also 

see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 18. 
75 Stokes, G. Popper, (1998), p. 60. 
76 Kotarbiński, T. Praxeology: An Introduction to the Science of Efficient Action, Oxford: 

Pergamon Press. (1965).  
77Popper, K. The Open Society and Its Enemies, [1945], (1962), Vol. 1, p. 234, note 5(2). 
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individual responsibility. Popper’s use of Bühler’s descriptive function of 

language also provided the context in which truth and progress are to be 

understood, and from which we ought to model our progress in the realm of moral 

standards. Stokes reaches a conclusion concerning Popper’s notion of liberty 

which reaffirms the categorical problems of positive and negative liberty that can 

be seen in Popper’s and Taylor’s criticisms of Berlin:  

Within Popper’s defence of individualism is to be found a broad theory of 
freedom that incorporates both negative and positive dimensions. The core 
positive conception of liberty, understood as self-realization, however, is 
essentially of a public and social character, necessary qualified by the equal 
claims of others.78

 
   

Popper’s conception of liberty does not entail easy conceptual demarcations 

between the positive and negative conceptions. Rather it is concerned with 

placing to the fore certain virtues within any theorising upon liberty. We can see 

this by the overriding importance of other notions such as self-mastery and the 

altruistic value of equal respect for individuals, which reflect the pietistic aspects 

of Popper’s thought. An active problem-solving Selzian conception of mind and a 

Bühlerian understanding of communication which emphasises the way knowledge 

in the objective sense functions in inter-subjective communication prevent an easy 

classification of liberty into the categories of “freedom from” and “freedom to”.  

There are significant concerns with the implications of Berlin’s notion of 

negative liberty. Firstly, as Taylor has described, it is possible to move from a 

path of negative liberty to a totalitarian positive position.79

                                                 
78 Stokes, G. Popper, (1998), p. 18. 

 This is evident through 

the paradoxical restriction of the personal liberty of some in order that others may 

enjoy the same modes of negative liberty. There is also the concern of a moral 

reduction within the negative concept of liberty, as Taylor has identified, which 

79 Taylor, C. “What’s wrong with negative liberty?” (1979a), p. 181. 
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presupposes a Hobbesian or Benthamite utilitarian understanding of human 

behaviour.80 Popper’s version of positive liberty does not take as the ultimate 

motivation of individual action an increase in happiness by any means. Rather 

positive liberty is only meaningful and worthy of policy support if it supports 

actions conducive to harm reduction, openness and honesty. Popper’s 

understanding of positive liberty makes use of a universal set of regulative ideals 

such as the search of the truth and the active development of the individual 

towards a life based upon the search for truth. The individual ought to strive 

towards such ideals irrespective the different valuations and amount of freedom 

one has.81

Popper’s notion provides a conceptual alternative to Berlin’s view that all 

attempts to change the world for the better (even if it is done in the name of 

negative freedom) would lead to tyranny. Popper remained optimistic in his often 

remarked “search for a better world”, that the revolutions in the name of positive 

freedom would be replaced by piecemeal institutional change. This comes with a 

caution as Popper constantly warned us by stating that “the road to hell is paved 

by good intentions”.

  

82

                                                 
80 Taylor, C. “What’s wrong with negative liberty?” (1979a), p. 176. 

 The idea of positive liberty that Berlin postulated is in error 

from Popper’s perspective in that it does not take the evolutionary nature of 

individuals and institutions seriously. Berlin would argue that revolutions are the 

ultimate act of positive freedom and can only lead to tyranny of one form or 

81 It is worth mentioning, that Popper’s principle of harm reduction does not directly support a 
view of his ethics as constituting a negative utilitarianism. The strongest evidence against this 
negative utilitarian view can be found in the Addenda to The Open Society, Vol. 2, p. 386 which 
stated: “I certainly never recommended that we adopt the minimization of misery as a criterion, 
though I think that it is an improvement on some of the ideas of utilitarianism. I also suggested 
that the reduction of avoidable misery belongs to the agenda of public policy (which does not 
mean that any question of public policy is to be decided by a calculus of minimizing misery) 
while the maximization of one’s happiness should be left to one’s private endeavor. (I quite 
agree with those critics of mine who have shown that if used as a criterion, and I expect that the 
same may be said about any other moral criterion.)” 

82 Magee, B. Popper, London: Collins, (1973), p. 90. 
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another. Popper held societies to be complex entities in which institutions evolve 

and interact with each other on many levels from the most primitive human 

language to complex forms of government.83 Thus, in order to resist tyranny, the 

open society requires that it be closed within a system of principles and ideals on 

top of being conservative in its attitude towards institutions.84 Even the 

institutions in the most totalitarian regime provide a level of security and 

possibility for positive freedom. An instance of revolution even if driven by the 

need to bring about an open society based upon the notion of negative liberty, 

would result in a period of anarchy which could be much more detrimental to 

human life than the lack of certain freedoms under a totalitarian regime. Hence, 

Popper’s emphasis upon the removal of evil or incompetent leaders and evolving 

institutions, rather than the removal of leaders along with institutions in one 

swoop.85

The conclusion that can be drawn from this is that Popper did not see 

political and moral philosophy constituting a third realm or discipline of 

knowledge alongside the scientific and formal disciplines as understood by 

Berlin. Our support for certain concepts or knowledge claims in the discipline of 

political philosophy rests upon unfalsifiable conjectures. It is an altogether 

different kind of discipline to that of the scientific and formal disciplines, as 

knowledge cannot grow (at least according to the method of falsification). 

However, Popper’s view of tradition was not supportive of tradition for its own 

   

                                                 
83 Popper, K. Ethical and Methodological Individualism, Unpublished Manuscript. Karl-Popper-

Sammlung, Box 12-1 p. 11. 
84 Popper’s cultural and aesthetic conservatisim and his opposition to Modernism in art can be 

seen in his address to the Saltzburger Festspiele 1979. See: “Schopferische Selbstkritik in 
Wissenschaft und Kunst,” 1979 July 26.  Opening address, Salzburg Festival, Salzburg, Austria. 
Typescript and English text. Karl-Popper-Sammlung. Box 223. 6-7.  

85 Miller recalls how Popper repeatedly spoke of the dangers of converting the Russian economy 
to a market system in advance of the setting up of a working and respected tradition of civil law. 
See: Miller, D. Out of Error, (2006), p. 40. Also see: Simkin, C. Popper’s Views on Natural and 
Social Science. Köln, Leiden, New York: Brill, (1993), pp. 198, and: Popper, K. Lesson of This 
Century, (1997). 
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sake, but for its ability to overcome problems of the present. Popper’s support for 

the Ionian tradition and the values that he attributes to it, are not only born out of 

a desire for continuity, but also a desire to encourage a belief system that can best 

deal with the social and political problems that we are faced with in the present 

moment. The critical attitude of the Milesians represented for Popper a tradition 

that he believed was best suited to dealing with the problems of the current world. 

It is a support of an understanding of tradition that abhors orthodoxy as Popper 

stated in The Myth of the Framework “orthodoxy is the death of knowledge, since 

the growth of knowledge depends entirely on the existence of disagreement”.86

 

 

The strength of the critical and rational tradition of the Presocratics, as Popper 

understood it, is that orderly disagreement constitutes its fundamental feature; it is 

a tradition incapable of producing orthodoxy.     

6. Conclusion 

 

In conclusion, it should be asked whether Popper’s understanding of 

political philosophy is fundamentally different from that of Isaiah Berlin’s. Berlin 

conceived political philosophy as a discipline of knowledge alongside science and 

the formal disciplines, which uses creative imagination to deal with Plato’s 

fundamental political question: “who should rule?”87

                                                 
86 Popper, K. The Myth of the Framework, (1994), p. 34. 

 Popper, on the other hand, 

saw political philosophy as a discipline of knowledge associated with human 

culture and tradition, and the fostering of certain cultural attitudes and traditions 

within the individual, so that individuals can better understand others whose value 

systems are opposed or in some way alien to their own. Popper declared in 

87 Berlin, I. Concepts and Categories, (1978), p. 3. Also see: Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 50-17. 
(unpublished English manuscript “Woran Glaubt der Western?” p. 34.) 
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Volume One of The Open Society that we should not be asking “Who should 

rule?”88 as this question “presupposes we can identify the ‘good ones’”. 

Traditionally, according to Popper, the answer to the question of who should rule 

has been answered by such replies as: “‘the best’ or ‘the wisest’ or…‘The Master 

Race’…or ‘The People’”.89 Rather, we should ask, “How can we so organize 

political institutions that bad or incompetent rulers can be prevented from doing 

too much damage?”90

Popper was not so much opposing his critical rationalism to Berlin and his 

expressivist mode of writing. Rather, what Popper was doing was continuing a 

tradition of opposition to the German historicist school. This opposition to the 

expressive approach to unlocking the deep essence of historical meaning of a 

nation or tribe is also the basis for his opposition to the post-war transformation of 

sociology from one centring on a “general theoretical social sciences” to one 

dominated by “social anthropology”.

  

91

 

 The following chapter explores how 

Popper’s post-Open Society work in the social sciences, is an attempt to reverse 

this trend by approaching the study of society theoretically, illuminated by the 

critical rationalist maxims of his earlier work. The discussion now turns to how 

the transcendental method was used by Popper to postulate and explore the 

epistemological boundaries of his non-falsifiable arguments in the social sciences. 

                                                 
88 Popper, K. The Open Society and Its Enemies, [1945], (1962), Vol 2, p. 120. 
89 Popper, K. The Open Society and Its Enemies, [1945], (1962), Vol 2, p. 120. 
90 Popper, K. The Open Society and Its Enemies, [1945], (1962), Vol 2, p. 121. 
91 Popper, K. “The Logic of the Social Sciences”, [1969], (1976), p. 91.  
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Chapter Eight 
The Late Lectures 

 

1. Introduction 

 

By examining a selection of Popper’s post-war lectures, this chapter 

discusses the effect of the falsificationist method upon Popper’s later non-testable 

and non-falsifiable work. Along with an examination of Popper’s method in the 

social sciences, particularly his use of transcendental criticisms, this chapter also 

provides a critique of the content of Popper’s political and social philosophy in 

these lecures. By doing so it aims to place what we know of Popper’s political 

philosophy from his better known writings in relation to the entirety of his 

political and social philosophy. As we have seen from the previous chapters, a 

gulf opened up in Popper’s critical rationalism between what he regarded as 

science and what he regarded as the standards of rationality and criticism 

available to non-scientific or philosophical argumentation. At this procedural 

level Popper’s methodological thought differs from what he regarded as 

“scientism”, naturalism and social anthropological attempts to model social theory 

upon scientific procedures.1 Even in The Poverty we can see that this sentiment 

was not fully developed as Popper attempted to give a “refutation of historicism”. 

As we have seen from Die beiden Grundprobleme Popper was aware that such 

theories were strictly speaking irrefutable, thus a refutation in the strict sense was 

not possible.2

                                                 
1 See: Popper, K. “The Logic of the Social Sciences”, [1969], (1976), p. 92. 

 In this way Popper’s used of the term “refutation” in relation to a 

2 Popper, K. The Poverty of Historicism, (1957), p. vi. 
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social theory is verbally akin to the way he used the same term in relation to a 

scientific theory, but it is logically dissimilar.  

Popper however, also spoke of the need for the social sciences to model 

themselves upon theoretical physics, thus becoming a “theoretical social science”. 

This argument seems to contradict Popper’s opposition to naturalism and 

scientism in the social sciences. However, we must understand that Popper saw 

scientism and naturalism as imitating the inductive method, whereas theoretical 

physics in the Einsteinian spirit was an embodiment of the correct hypothetical-

deductive procedure. This procedure not only underpins the methods used in 

science, but also underpins the way we make discoveries and arrive at a better 

understanding of the problem under investigation in all our intellectual 

endeavours. The distinction is that the grounds for discarding a theory for a 

“theoretical social sciences” are not the same as the “instruments”, such as logical 

criticism (that is, the logical contradiction necessary for a strict refutation), for 

rejecting a theory that are available to the scientist. For the social scientist 

engaging in “theoretical social sciences” value freedom or objectivity are 

available only in the rarest case; so theories are discarded not as a result of a strict 

refutation based upon a logical contradiction. Rather the rejection is based upon a 

decision by the social scientist to abandon one theory in favour of another in light 

of the critical and rational discussion.3

Popper’s later lectures were often delivered for audiences on special 

occasions hence they were not widely read when published. Some of these 

lectures were not published until after his death, while others still remain 

unpublished or exist in draft form. The lectures examined as case studies in this 

chapter are: Unintended Consequences: The Origin of the European Book (1982) 

    

                                                 
3 For Popper’s decisionism see: Shearmur, J. “Critical Rationalism and Ethics”, (2009), p. 342. 
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[also published as Books and Thoughts: Europe’s first publication (1984)], 

Ethical and Methodological Individualism (unpublished, date unknown) and 

Public and Private Values (ca 1946-1951).4

The epistemological status that Popper attributed to the irrefutable 

arguments in the social sciences and broader humanities are often unclear as it 

reveals a progressive movement away from his early tendency to conflate the 

limits of arguability with the limits of science, indicative of an early positivist 

influence. In the Logik and even more so in Die beiden Grundprobleme,

 These latter two lectures mentioned 

were delivered to students at the London School of Economics, and were rather 

informal and not intended for publication. It will be shown that the informal 

content of such lectures given to students made use of arguments that would never 

appear in his published works or be delivered in more formal symposia. These 

works exhibit a more daring and intellectually adventurous Popper, attempting to 

stretch the scope of critical rationalism to its very limit. 

5

                                                 
4 Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008). 

 one has 

the sense of “irrefutability” as being something negative, however the late lectures 

explored in this chapter, reveal that irrefutability, if not pertaining to science, is 

not only not a bad thing but logically unavoidable if the testing of a theory is not 

an option. The Open Society and The Poverty were written along the lines of 

Kantian critiques based upon distinguishing science from non-science, nature 

from convention, natural law from social custom. Popper’s later works seek to 

extend our understanding despite the impossibility of considering any work as 

constituting real positive knowledge. The greatest problem of Popper’s 

falsificationism was that it left his later works on social theory unable to be taken 

5 The concluding paragraph to the Logik in which an optimistic view of science is presented 
despite its inability to provide solutions to its intellectual problems distinguishes the Logik from 
the procedural preoccupations of Die beiden Grundproblem. See: Popper, K. The Logic of 
Scientific Discovery, [1959], p. 281. 
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“seriously” because transcendental criticisms used in the social sciences are 

logically problematic.6 This is because in using one position that is assumed to be 

true (or at least sufficiently corroborated) as evidence to criticise another position 

involves combating the position with presuppositions that are extraneous to it.7 

For Popper assessing one position or “theoretical construct” in terms of an 

entirely different one can be in principle directed with equal justification against 

either position. Therefore, no matter how persuasive the criticism may sound, it is 

epistemologically “irrelevant”.8

The analysis of Popper’s lectures in this chapter follows three concerns. 

The first concern of this chapter is to observe how Popper developed and applied 

his problem-solving philosophy. The second concern with Popper’s lectures that 

is taken issue with in this chapter is the content of Popper’s arguments concerning 

European history, which upon examination prove not to be convincing from an 

historical perspective. However, once this concern is made we can put it to one 

side and reflect upon the final concern of how suitable Popper’s problem-solving 

 Popper did not abandon the core of this early 

objection in Die beiden Grundprobleme to the strict epistemological possibility 

for refutation by transcendental criticism. Nonetheless, he would pay greater 

attention to the persuasive role of such transcendental criticisms as criticisms that 

cannot refute but are nevertheless a normal part of political and social discourse. 

Even though such criticisms cannot provide a strict logical refutation they can be 

used to give a better understanding of the reasonableness or otherwise of a given 

assertion. This chapter explores some of the ways that Popper’s social and 

political writings exhibit this experimental use of transcendental criticisms.   

                                                 
6 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 57. Also see: 

Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 53. 
7 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 57. Also see: 

Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 53. 
8 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 57. Also see: 

Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 53. 



 259 

philosophy was for fields such as art theory and history. We can then get a clearer 

understanding of how Popper’s methodology led to certain problems with the way 

he developed some of the more contentious hypotheses looked at in this chapter. 

This analysis observes the misgivings in the way Popper applied his methodology 

alongside the useful insights that certain applications can be seen to have led to.       

Section Two explores Popper’s lecture The Origins of the European Book. 

The argument of this lecture is in keeping with Popper’s attempt at demonstrating 

the effectiveness of the method of conjectures and refutations for his historical 

writing. However, the arguments supporting Popper’s conjecture are seen to be 

less than convincing due to the particularly Eurocentric bias that framed his 

arguments. Section Three looks at Ethical and Methodological Individualism in 

which Popper revealed a more successful approach to the development of social 

arguments than the previous lecture through his use of the transcendental method. 

We can see the extent to which Popper supported an ethical argument for a 

political position through the use of unfalsifiable transcendental theories. In this 

case scientific theories that Popper was exposed to early in life return here as 

unfalsifiable support for political and ethical standpoints. Section Four examines 

the lecture Public and Private Values showing how Popper attempted to develop a 

social policy to support an argument for the limitation of government interference 

in certain policy agendas concerning the happiness of its citizens, by heavily 

drawing upon transcendental hypotheses. From this we can see the extent to 

which Popper’s scientific and methodological thought are central to 

understanding his political arguments.    
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2. The Origin of the European Book 

 

 The breadth of Popper’s political philosophy has its origin in his 

childhood exposure to the books and thoughts of the social philosophers and 

reformers and was a legacy of his father’s influence. In a lecture titled Unintended 

Consequences: The Origin of the European Book (1982) also titled Books and 

Thoughts Europe’s first publication given in the old Imperial Palace in Vienna to 

celebrate the opening of an exhibition, Popper revealed many of his personal 

beliefs regarding Western civilisation. Popper opened by expressing his belief that 

the book is perhaps the most important “physical thing in our European 

civilisation, and perhaps in human civilisation altogether”.9

We must be clear about what Popper meant by historicism. For Popper 

this term denoted: “an approach to the social sciences which assumes that 

historical prediction is their principal aim, and which assumes that this aim is 

attainable by discovering the ‘rhythms’ or the ‘patterns’, the ‘laws’ or the ‘trends’ 

 This lecture can be 

best described as Popper’s endorsement of conservative European cultural values, 

which are far from objective. Popper also supports such an elitist and Eurocentrist 

view by appealing to his method of conjectures and refutations, and conflating a 

particular cultural object (the book) with his fallibilist and objectivist arguments. 

The “European book” is the artefact which substantiates Popper’s philosophy. It is 

important to realise that Popper was speaking of the book in a very Eurocentric 

manner, as a cultural product originating in the Greek world. To understand why 

Popper held such a Eurocentric view of the history of the book we have to go 

back to his doctrine of historicism and Volume One of The Open Society.  

                                                 
9 Popper, K. Unintended Consequences: The Origin of the European Book. Lecture delivered on 

November 2nd 1982. Karl-Popper-Sammlung. (Petersen Sammlung Box 5.17)  
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that underlie the evolution of history”.10 It is not opposed to the method of 

investigating a philosophical problem from a historical perspective.11

Popper claimed the “Greek miracle” or the “Athenian miracle”, began 

when Homeric legends were first written down around 550 BCE, heralding the 

arrival of the book.

 Historical 

research into a problem is as permitted as any other method. What was of central 

concern to Popper was the ability to predict future events based upon immutable 

laws that have been abstracted from the data of the historian. For Popper’s history 

of the book this was of central importance due to the way Popper interpreted 

classical texts.  

12 As we have seen in The Open Society, this was the 

beginning of the book’s story for Popper as he argued that the Homeric gods do 

not lay down general laws for the development of history.13 Even though Homer 

shared with the Hebrew Scriptures a “vague feeling of destiny”, it was a decisive 

improvement as in Homer there is a lack of unity and predictability of events 

ensuring a future that remains a mystery.14 Because of his opposition to 

historicism, Popper’s criticism of the Hebrew Scriptures as well as early Greek 

“historicist” texts such as Hesoid is far from impartial.15

                                                 
10 Popper, K. The Poverty of Historicism, (1957), p. 3. 

 Through his theory of 

historicism Popper divided the entirety of classical literary sources into two 

camps, those that turn out to be great and miraculous such as Homer and even 

11 In the Preface to the 1959 First English Edition of The Logic Popper gave a positive assessment 
of what he referred to as the “historical method” which is not to be confused with his opposition 
to “historicism”: “Among the many methods which he [the philosopher] may use…one method 
seems to me worth mentioning. It is a variant of the…historical method. It consists, simply, in 
trying to find out what other people have thought and said about the problem in hand: why they 
had to face it: how they formulated it: how they tried to solve it. This seems to me important 
because it is part of the general method of rational discussion. If we ignore what other people 
are thinking, or have thought in the past, then rational discussion must come to an end, though 
each of us may go on happily talking to himself”. See Popper, The Logic of Scientific Discovery, 
(1959): xx  

12 Popper, K. Unintended Consequences: The Origin of the European Book. Popper Archive, 
Petersen Sammlung Box 5.17, p. 5. 

13 Popper, K. The Open Society and Its Enemies, [1945], (1962), Vol, 1, p. 11. 
14 Popper, K. The Open Society and Its Enemies, [1945], (1962), Vol, 1, p. 11. 
15 Popper, K. The Open Society and Its Enemies, [1945], (1962), Vol, 1, p. 11. 
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more so Plato, and those that are seen to conform to the impoverished thesis of 

historicism such as the Scriptures.16

Even the title Unintended Consequences reveals the particular positive 

connotations that Popper attributed to the European Book over historicist 

“oriental” alternatives.

 There is a third group however, that does not 

even get a mention by Popper, that is the classical literature outside of the 

European and Hebrew traditions, whether from the Hindus and Islamic or Chinese 

Civilisations. It is almost as if Popper by distinguishing between bad historicist 

and good non-historicist classical literature is continuing the mentality of the 

members of the Vienna Circle by trying to group knowledge into good scientific 

and bad metaphysical categories.   

17

It is a role greater even than that of music, although nothing else, not even 
the greatest creations of literature and of art, seems to me so moving, so 
human and, at the same time, so miraculous, as the great works of classical 
music. Yet books, I think, are culturally still more important.

 “Unintended Consequences” alludes to his philosophical 

indeterminism which is a legacy of his revision of Kant through the assertion that 

there are synthetic a priori judgements that can never be universally certain. 

Through this indirect Kantian reference Popper linked this lecture back to a 

particular aspect of the Western tradition, that is, the Enlightenment of the 

German tradition associated with Kant’s What Is Enlightenment? (1784). 

However, this lecture was later published with the title Books and Thoughts: 

Europe’s First Publication (1984) which reveals much less about the intellectual 

purpose of the lecture. When describing the role that books have played in human 

civilisation Popper stated that:  

18

                                                 
16 Popper gave credit to Plato for opening the possibility for humans to “break through the fatal 

historical trend, and to put an end to the process of decay”, thereby distinguishing Plato’s 
improvement upon Heraclitus “law of historical development”. See: Popper, K. The Open 
Society and Its Enemies, [1945], (1962), Vol, 1, pp. 19-20.  

    

17 For a typically pejorative association of “oriental” with “historicist” see: Popper, K. The Open 
Society and Its Enemies, [1945], (1962), Vol, 1, p. 11. 

18 Popper, K. Unintended Consequences: The Origin of the European Book. Karl-Popper-
Sammlung, Petersen Sammlung, Box 5.17, p. 1. 
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Popper’s Eurocentric history of the book sought to link the “Athenian miracle” 

solely with “the West”, seen to have reached highpoints in world history with the 

development of the printing press and the Reformation and later Enlightenment. 

Thus, the European book according to Popper’s history is the first chain in a 

series of unintended consequences which led to the humanist movement and the 

rise of science and finally of democracy. Popper saw democracy as being the most 

important Western value being linked to the most important of the world’s 

cultural objects, the book, and other European cultural traditions. There is a 

noticeable absence in this picture of the Judaeo-Christian role in the shaping of 

Western civilisation, not to mention the role of Muslims. The downplay of 

religion is due, I believe, to Popper’s fear of the disproportionately negative 

“dogmatic” (also expressed as Gewohnheit in his 1927 dissertation) qualities that 

are exemplified by traditions that counteract the positives of the Greek tradition of 

rationality.  

This inability to rid the Western tradition of even the most dogmatic 

elements of religion, despite their undesirability, can also be seen in the 

distinction that he made in his lecture on Public and Private Values. Popper 

admitted that apart from Greek rationalism nothing has influenced the history of 

the ideas of the West as much as Christianity.19 However, Popper mitigated this 

assertion by asking whether there exists a government, a policy or a country 

which can honestly be called Christian. As Popper saw religion as constituting a 

policy “non-agenda”20

                                                 
19 See: Popper, K. Auf der Suche nach einer besseren Welt, [1984], (2004)  p. 245. Also see; Box 

50-17, Karl-Popper-Sammlung (unpublished English manuscript page 14) 

 for institutions and as existing within the realm of private 

values it is relegated to an esoteric position within Popper’s thought, and does not 

20 “Non-agenda” here referrs to the types of decisions that should not be part of government policy 
agenda). 
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concern itself with the public values and policy agendas that his social and 

political writings are directed toward.  

For Popper, the unique ability of the book as opposed to all other objects 

of human culture is that it has the ability to give form to the amorphous events 

and processes, shaping them that comprise our subjective knowledge and thought 

processes into observable and criticisable exosomatic objects. Thus, it is the best 

vehicle for providing the conditions for democratisation and the creation of a 

tradition of rationalism within society. We cannot ignore Popper’s Eurocentrism 

and his inability to extricate himself from the European intellectual tradition of his 

early years in Vienna. This raises the question of why Popper believed the book to 

be the pre-eminent cultural artefact for European culture. Why were festivals, 

performances, rituals or any other criticisable public event or activity not held in 

the same esteem? In this regard Popper’s associating European culture with books 

seems both elitist and ahistorical. It may well have been that Popper perceived the 

book as being the clearest example of an artefact that links an elitist view of 

modern European culture with the tradition of Classical Greece. Perhaps the book 

was for Popper the most obvious cultural artefact linking the thought of Socrates 

to that of Kant and the Aufklärung, a connection that Popper was keen to 

propagate throughout his life. Throughout his life Popper looked to the Greeks as 

as embodying a tradition emphasising a different set of cultural values more in 

keeping with Enlightenment ideals. Thus the Greek tradition can be seen to have 

provided for Popper an alternative to the various romantic or folk European 

traditions associated with nation building and nationalism.  

 In Books and Thoughts Popper implied that European culture did not exist 

before Homer’s works were collected, reproduced in many copies by literate 
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slaves and sold to the public.21

According to Popper’s understanding of types of criticisms in Die beiden 

Grundprobleme we can see that he is not directly or “immanently” criticising the 

 This criterion demarcating European culture from 

pre-European culture is highly problematic, and reveals a cultural elitism and 

Eurocentrism as no attempt is made at observing and comparing analogous 

traditions of writing in other parts of the world. Such an argument also conflates 

Classical Greek civilisation with modern European civilisation. By holding a 

thesis that upon the printing of Homer, the Greek civilisation somehow is 

disassociated with the Near East and became the foundation for a truly European 

culture seems more like an attempt to re-imagine a history and tradition for 

Europe in keeping with Popper’s liberalism, rather than serious historical 

scholarship. Popper’s historiography is one in which the Classical Greek world is 

seen to be the symbolic if  not actual progenitor of German culture, particularly in 

regard to Kant who embodied the Socratic attitude for the scientific age. 

Alongside Popper’s preoccupation with the Greek origins of European civilisation 

we can see a total absence of scholarship into the non-Classical myths, beliefs and 

legends arising out of the European continent. No doubt Popper’s association of 

such non-Classical continental sources of traditions and knowledge with the 

dangerous movement of European nationalism which manipulated such sources of 

tradition for their own advantage. In this way Popper’s Grecocentrism can be seen 

as an overtly biased position seeking to supplant and popularise new myths and 

traditions conducive to openness and unity, in this way moving from the extremes 

of one set of myths to another. From Popper’s Eurocentrism it can be seen that his 

methodology was ill-suited to sensitive historical research and resulted in the kind 

of generalisations we see in this lecture.  

                                                 
21 See: Popper, K. Unintended Consequences: The Origin of the European Book. Karl-Popper-

Sammlung, Petersen Sammlung Box 5.17, pp. 4- 5. 



 266 

Germanic myths and folklores that were such an inherent feature of nationalist 

sentiments.22 Such an immanent criticism would entail a rigorous anthropological 

examination of various European beliefs, practices and knowledge as they have 

historically manifested themselves. Rather, Popper transcendentally criticised the 

received normative understanding of European culture that has underpinned the 

various nationalistic movements with an altogether rival thesis of the origins of 

European culture. Popper did not attempt to refute any theory concerning the 

origin(s) of European culture. Instead, he provided an alternative which can be 

seen to illuminate counter theses that may well prove persuasive. Popper 

understood that the epistemological problems of such arguments as combating 

one thesis, in this case a thesis concerning the origins of European or German 

culture with another containing presuppositions extraneous to it, can never, as a 

result of introducing new presuppositions, lead to a contradiction.23 Popper’s 

arguments concerning the origins of European culture do not refute any other 

theory concerning the origin(s) of European culture(s), in principle the best such a 

thesis can do epistemologically is argued with “equal justification” alongside any 

other position.24

                                                 
22 For Popper’s early insistence that all epistemological criticism be “immanent criticism” see: 

Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 58. For his 
later relaxing of his attitude towards transcendental criticisms see: Popper, K. The Two 
Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 57. 

 Once again in this paper we can see the effect of his earlier 

falsificationist methodology upon his unfalsifiable theories. At this stage of 

Popper’s career he was prepared to develop hypotheses that were not testable and 

therefore once again in Books and Thoughts stated “should not be taken too 

23 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 58. Also 
see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 54. 

24 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 58. Also 
see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 54. 
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seriously”.25

 

 The constant use of the expression “I conjecture” is also an example 

of the epistemological depth behind his social and political works.  

 
3. Ethical and Methodological Individualism 

 

Ethical and Methodological Individualism was written by Popper during 

the end of his teaching period at the London School of Economics around the year 

1967.26 This lecture reveals an attempt by Popper to oppose a political thesis with 

arguments not simply derived from the traditional sources in political and social 

theory, but through creating a thesis that was supported by his life’s work drawing 

upon the fields of epistemology, biology and ontology. This use of unfalsifiable 

support from his earlier work in these various scholarly fields had a further effect 

of clouding what were effectively liberal political positions inspired by J. S. 

Mill.27 For anyone not familiar with the extent to which Mill influenced Popper’s 

political writings this point can easily be missed as Popper did not mention Mill at 

all in this lecture. According to Jeremy Shearmur, as was typical with such 

lectures delivered at the LSE, Popper was responding to issues that had been 

raised in previous classes, in this case to a question posed by Miss Tsakok.28

                                                 
25 Popper, K. Auf der Suche nach einer besseren Welt, (2004), p. 245. Also see: Karl-Popper-

Sammlung, Box 50-17: p. 14.  

 

Tsakok asked whether ethical individualism leads to conservatism. Popper’s 

response was that the opposite was the case as ethical collectivism does not so 

26 I would like to thank Jeremy Shearmur who also studied under Popper at the LSE for providing 
the contextual details for this lecure. For details see email correspondence dated 11th May 2009 
between myself and Jeremy Shearmur.  

27 For the collection and importance of Mill’s collected works in the library of Popper’s father Dr 
Simon Siegmund Carl Popper see: Popper, K. Unended Quest, (1974), p. 11. Hacohen also 
stated that Popper did not know the French liberals but had read Mill. See, Hacohen, M. Karl 
Popper, (2000), p. 507, fn. 218. For shared perspectives on the role of criticism within society 
between Popper and Mill see: Shearmur, J. “Critical Rationalism and Ethics”, (2009), p. 341. 

28 Popper refered to her as “Miss Tsarkov” in the lecture. I would like to thank Jeremy Shearmur 
for clarifying this point for me. 
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much lead to socialism and communism but fundamentally to fascism.29

This, then, is the appropriate region of human liberty…the inward domain of 
consciousness; demanding liberty of conscience, in the most comprehensive 
sense; liberty of thought and feeling; absolute freedom of opinion and 
sentiment on all subjects…

 Ethical 

individualism can be seen as a thesis in keeping with an ideal of freedom laid out 

in Mill’s position in On Liberty (1859) that:  

30

 
  

 
Jeremy Shearmur has mentioned that the two strong, yet contrasting 

themes in Popper’s political thought are the Kantian and utilitarian elements. A 

detailed study of the Kantian and utilitaritarian aspects of Popper’s political 

thought remain beyond the scope of this study. Shearmur, however, has identified 

the significance of Kantian-influenced ideas about individual conscience upon 

Popper’s ethical and social thought.31

                                                 
29 Popper, K. Ethical and Methodological Individualism, Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 12-1, p. 1. 

  If this is the case it is sufficient for the 

present discussion to observe that in regard to the pre-eminent position given to 

individual conscience as a desired feature of liberal societies there is a measure of 

convergence between the positions of Mill and Kant in Popper’s thinking. It is 

against this liberal ethical backdrop that Popper’s epistemological arguments 

against ethical or methodological collectivism were based. The term 

“methodological” in this lecture does not refer to scientific methodology for 

research but a procedure for determining the kinds of social policies that a 

government pursues. For Popper, “methodological collectivism”, was the 

tendency for a government to treat society as comprising collectives rather than 

individuals and to direct social policy towards the needs of such collectives within 

30 Mill, J. S. On Liberty and Other Writings. Edited by Stefan Collini. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press. (1989), p. 15. 

31 Shearmur, J. “Critical Rationalism and Ethics”, (2009), p. 339. 
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society rather than the particular needs of individuals irrespective of what social 

or cultural collectives that they may belong to.32

  This lecture argued the case for ethical individualism from two 

methodological directions. Firstly this lecture argued the case negatively from 

transcendental criticisms such as criticisms of Marxist scientific methodology, 

and secondly it argued positively through the transcendental method of 

analogically providing support from theories in areas such as biology and 

cognitive psychology. Neither of which, according to Popper’s understanding of 

the transcendental method are “sufficient for a clear refutation”, yet “may be 

exceedingly illuminating”.

        

33 In developing a positive metaphysical theory, the 

most important aspects of Popper’s theory concerned institutions and his 

methodological approach in the form of situational analysis or logic is supported 

by an ontology of institutions. This ontology exemplifies the practical benefits of 

a realist metaphysics for understanding, and, if need be, reforming social 

institutions on this knowledge. The institutions that Popper had in mind were any 

state bureaucracy which he believed had the potential to cause harm because 

bureaucracies were undemocratic. Popper was also concerned with the 

professions, particularly the media and medicine.34

A theory such as the ontological status of institutions is by definition 

metaphysical as it relies on analogically applying transcendentally empirical or 

rational arguments that are either falsifiable or non-falsifiable from one field such 

as animal behaviour to another field, in this case human institutions.

  

35

                                                 
32 Popper, K. Ethical and Methodological Individualism, Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 12-1, p. 3. 

 Such 

metaphysical arguments for Popper were not seen to be without meaning, and 

33 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 57, note *1. 
Also see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 53. 

34 See: Poppper, K. Lesson of This Century, (1997). Also see: Popper, K. After The Open Society, 
(2008), pp. 341-355. 

35 See discussion in Chapter Three on Popper’s understanding of Kant’s Transcendental Method.  
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may possibly prove illuminating to a given problem under investigation. Due to 

their irrefutable nature however, Popper always proceeded with great caution in 

such arguments. Often such metaphysically based arguments, that is, arguments 

using the transcendental method, were prefaced with warnings as to their 

epistemological status and often appeared to undermine the sense of urgency of 

the position being argued.36 However, when intuitively based links can be made 

to other areas of knowledge, such a move can be supported if such links describe 

the events and circumstances better than an alternative that it refutes, even if the 

very means of refutation remains hypothetical and never certain. So long as there 

is a greater amount of descriptive content which can be criticised,37

Popper was, surprisingly to some, supportive of Marx in regard to his 

attitude toward individual liberation. Popper’s unwillingness to deal with Marxist 

criticisms of totalitarianism is significant as Popper was not only sympathetic to 

the moral attitude of socialism, but also in agreement with some of the central 

positions of Marx. This agreement with Marx for example, can be seen in a letter 

to Hayek, where Popper explained how his opposition to laissez-faire was due to 

his support for Marx’s argument that laissez-faire destroys itself by way of class-

struggle, thereby necessitating Popper’s support for state interventionism.

 and unless a 

devastating criticism can be found, such a metaphysically based argument aids in 

the growth of conjectural knowledge. 

38

Popper’s opposition to Marx and his followers was not a moral objection, 

but an epistemological opposition resulting from his understanding of Marx’s 

flawed and impossible method. Popper’s critique is particular in that it reduces 

  

                                                 
36 There are many examples of these epistemological cautions in Popper’s writings. The most 

notable ones include: Popper, K. The Poverty of Historicism, (1957), Preface. Also see: Popper, 
K. “The Place of Mind in Nature”, (1982a), p. 31.  

37 For Popper’s discussion on the content of a statement versus its probability see: Popper, K. 
Conjectures and Refutations, (1963a), p. 218. 

38 Letter of Correspondence: Popper to Hayek, March 5th, 1944. 
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Marxism to a methodology and proposes that it is faulty. Alongside this, Popper 

divorced from it the ethical substance of Marx’s theory, elements of which he 

praised. The problem is that if Popper believed that epistemology not so much 

founds, but rather provides a Geltungsgrund or an objective “grounds for validity” 

independent of a person’s subjective experience, then how could he divorce 

Marxist “ethics” from Marxist method and epistemology? Popper based this 

opposition upon the argument that Marx was fundamentally an ethical 

individualist, and that his aim was the same ultimate end all liberals shared.39 

From this we can see the selective way in which Popper placed too much 

emphasis upon Marx’s liberalism over the other aspects of Marx’s thought that 

were the subject of his attacks in The Open Society.  Popper objected to Marx’s 

view that this aim could be reached through the proletarian revolution.40  Popper 

stated that Marx proposed “freedom for the individual; the State ought to wither 

away, and each person should be really free”. 41 Ethical collectivism, Popper 

contended, is the doctrine of the fascist, the radial nationalist and the racialist who 

each see the existence of a collective such as the race or state that needs to be 

restored to supremacy.42

                                                 
39 As Bellamy has shown, liberalism is a diverse tradition. Popper’s position seems to reflect 

Mill’s liberalism and it was in this light that he wanted to re-habilitate certain positions of Marx. 
See: Bellamy, R. Rethinking Liberalism, London: Pintar, (2000).Also see: Bellamy, R. 
Liberalism and Modern Society: An Historical Argument. Cambridge, Massachusetts : Polity 
Press, 1992. It is also worth noting that Popper’s interpretation of Mill should be seen in relation 
to his social democratic background in “Red Vienna” and his exposure to social democratic 
thinkers such as Eduard Bernstein. See: Popper, K. Unended Quest, (1974), p. 11. 

 It is interesting to note here that Popper’s primary target 

was fascism rather than Marxism. In fact we almost get a sense of the positive 

40 From this statement we can see that Popper is in agreement with J. L. Talmon’s thesis on 
totalitarian democracy. However, Talmon develops his thesis further by arguing that both liberal 
democracy and totalitarian democracy affirm the supreme value of liberty, but it is through their 
differing attitudes towards the natural capacity for humans to know and fulfil this truest of 
human interests. See: Talmon, J. The Origins of Totalitarian Democracy, (1970). 

41 Popper, K. Ethical and Methodological Individualism, Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 12-1, p. 1.  
42 Popper, K. Ethical and Methodological Individualism, Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 12-1, p. 2. 
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attitudes towards socialism that originally attracted Popper in 1917 in “Red 

Vienna”.43

Ethical and Methodological Individualism argued for the tradition of 

liberty from a standpoint involving what might be described as a situational 

analysis of method. In this way a moral argument is supported by methodological 

criticisms of methods that produce theories hostile to Popper’s humanitarian 

concerns. Despite the apparently value-free approach to methodological analysis, 

one ought to be clear that Popper was yet again erring on the side of decision over 

fact. The way Popper phrased his response to Tsakok’s question and the 

arguments that he used to support it, were based upon decisions that were in 

keeping with his life long moral opposition to Fascism.

  

44

 This overlooked lecture, intended for a private seminar, exemplifies 

Popper’s late political attitudes. Here Popper made the case that ethical 

collectivism does not primarily lead to socialism and to communism, but rather to 

fascism. Ethical collectivism is associated with Marxism and with ends not with 

means, an idealised teleology that the members of a collective strive towards. For 

Popper, ethical individualism is the traditional aim of liberals, socialists and even 

some anarchists, but not fascists.

  

45 The ethical individualist’s stand is one in 

which Popper identified liberty and dignity of the human person as being a central 

concern for the decision making individual.46 The danger of this results in the 

possibility that “our humanitarian ends may be swamped by not-so-humanitarian 

means”.47

                                                 
43 See: Euchner, W. “Der Geist des „Roten Wien“ ins 21. Jahrhundert gerettet: Karl Popper 

Reconsidered by Malachi Haim Hacohen”,  in Politische Vierteljahresschrift. (2004), Vol. 45, 
pp. 116-124.  Also see: Hacohen, M. Karl Popper, 2000, p. 77. 

 Popper also stated that “though we are convinced that what we really 

44 For Shearmur’s discussion on the decisionistic aspect of Popper’s ethical thought and his desire 
to resist ethical naturalism see: Shearmur, J. “Critical Rationalism and Ethics”, (2009), p. 342. 

45 Popper, K. Ethical and Methodological Individualism, Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 12-1, p. 2. 
46 Popper, K. Ethical and Methodological Individualism, Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 12-1, p. 2. 
47 Popper, K. Ethical and Methodological Individualism, Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 12-1, p. 2. 
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want is dignity for human beings, we may get involved in a machinery in which 

this dignity for human beings is overruled by all sorts of means”.48 Popper 

described this as being the result of the “unintended consequences of our actions” 

or his indeterminism, in which an example is drawn from the ideals of the French 

Revolution of liberty, equality and fraternity that led eventually to the horrors of 

Marxism.49 This resulted primarily from the notion of equality as this, according 

to Popper, cannot be carried out. The notion of equality alongside freedom and 

fraternity were the main ideals of the French Revolution and was a notion for 

Popper that caused immense personal trouble due to the particular biological basis 

for inequality and the potential for human happiness.50

The ethical collectivism of the Fascist and nationalist is underpinned by a 

belief in a revealed truth of the purpose and ends of human life, which Popper 

believed to be the greatest danger to two fundamental principles of moral life, that 

is, equality and dignity. Despite Popper’s choice of liberty over equality as 

desirable ideals, equality was by no means forgotten. Through an essentialist 

understanding of human groupings, collectivists invariably prevent the 

achievement of universal moral standards. The notion of the real existence of 

inequality was a devastating notion in Popper’s thought that affected him deeply. 

When we combine this sense of a personal abhorrence to inequality in all its 

forms with the previous chapter’s discussion on Popper’s alternative conception 

 Popper always sided for 

liberty over equality it was believed that we must be free to make mistakes if we 

are to learn from them. Thus, it is evident from this that Popper’s admiration for 

Marxism was centred upon the role of freedom for the individual and not 

Marxism’s arguments for equality or a collective proletarian revolution.  

                                                 
48 Popper, K. Ethical and Methodological Individualism, Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 12-1, p. 2. 
49 Popper, K. Ethical and Methodological Individualism, Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 12-1, p. 3. 
50 Popper, K. Ethical and Methodological Individualism, Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 12-1, p. 2-

3. 
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of liberty we get the sense that Popper was attempting to envisage a concept of 

individual liberty that would be conducive to social demands for a reduction of 

economic inequality. The equality that Popper spoke of was a rather complex 

concept. In Woran glaubt der Westen? Popper stated that “the West” believes 

merely in “equality of opportunity” which can according to the Enlightenment 

attitude be supportive of the liberating capacity of knowledge.51 However, Jeremy 

Shearmur brings our attention to a concern in Popper’s thought aimed at 

decreasing the real level of economic inequality. Shearmur has stated that Popper 

supported the idea that people should have an income guaranteed out of taxation 

which should be at the level of the average wage.52 This was an understanding of 

liberty that, Shearmur states, combined individualism with altruism.53

                                                 
51 See: Popper, K. “Woran Glaubt der Westen? ” in Auf der Suche nach einer besseren Welt, 

(2004): “… glaubt unsere Zeit an das Prinzip, allen eine möglichst gute Chance im Leben zu 
geben (»equality of opportunity«); oder mit anderen Worten, sie glaubt mit der Aufklärung an 
die Selbstbefreiung durch das Wissen und mit Pestalozzi an die Bekämpfung des Elends durch 
das Wissen; und sie glaubt daher mit Recht, daß das Universitätsstudium allen zugänglich 
gemacht werden soll, die die nötige Begabung haben”. (pp. 245-246)  

 Increasing 

social equality was a matter in which Popper believed we ought to proceed with 

great caution. This can be seen from the particularity with which he theorised on 

the need not to conflate the various areas in which equality is sought such as 

equality of opportunity, financial equality and biological equality, as well as a 

concern for the motives behind the various demands for equality and their 

practical realisation. For instance, in Ethical and Methodological Individualism, 

equality was seen in relation to biologically determined factors, which play a 

causal role in what individuals perceive as the true cause of their personal 

possibility for happiness. The following statement reveals one of the more 

surprisingly strong subjective convictional statements that appear anywhere in his 

work:  

52 Shearmur, J. “Critical Rationalism and Ethics”, (2009), p. 340. 
53 Shearmur, J. “Critical Rationalism and Ethics”, (2009), p. 340. 
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The inequality of man is a very serious business. I do not mean by the 
inequalities that some people are cleverer than others. I mean such very 
important things for the happiness and dignity of people as the fact that some 
people are more beautiful than others. Others are very ugly. How do you get 
over that? It is frightfully important for the practical life of people. One of 
the most important things for a man and a woman is whether he or she is 
attractive or unattractive to the opposite sex. What do you do about this? 
Equality does lead to insoluble troubles and has to be taken with a very great 
grain of salt.54

 
  

Equality was not so much a matter of ensuring happiness for Popper as a 

matter of ensuring individual dignity. This is why Popper in Woran glaubt der 

Westen? saw the growth of human population as constituting the greatest social 

danger that the world faces. It also explains why in his final years that Popper 

would make one last intellectual turn of the screw by redirecting his efforts to the 

field of medical ethics which can be seen in a late lecture titled Historicism and 

the Treason of the Intellect.55 Universal dignity, according to this moral argument 

can only be assured by a reduction in human population and a correspondingly 

adjusting economy.56

 Popper saw Marx’s fundamental failings as a result of not understanding 

the negative method as the only positive way by which social and political 

philosophy can advance their argument, that is, the positive role of transcendental 

criticism that Popper uncovered in Die beiden Grundprobleme. Thus, Popper was 

opposed to the scientistic method of the Marxists rather than being in opposition 

   

                                                 
54 Popper, K. Ethical and Methodological Individualism, Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 12-1, p. 3. 

This statement can be compared to Feyerabend’s accusation that: “Popper’s philosophy, which 
some people would like to lay on us as the one and only humanitarian rationalism in existence 
today, is but a pale reflection of Mill. It is much more specialized, much more formalistic and 
elitist, and quite devoid of the concern for individual happiness that is such a feature of Mill”. 
See: Feyerabend, P. Against Method, (1975), p. 48, fn. 2. Although Popper was concerned with 
the “the value of tears”, and the reduction of human suffering, it is hard to claim as Feyerabend 
does, that Popper was not concerned with individual happiness.  

55 See: Popper, K. Historicism and the Treason of the Intellect. Karl-Popper-Sammlung. 
Unpublished hand written manuscript. Box 12:12.  

56 Popper, K. Auf der Suche nach einer besseren Welt, (2004), pp. 244-248. 
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to the original ethical concerns of Marx.57

What I usually say about Marxism is not that it is a philosophy which is 
inherently vicious or anything like that, but that is fundamentally a well-
meant thing which got very sour. Well-meant it is because really it 
fundamentally is adopting individualistic ethics; and that is really the better 
answer to your question. I think this is a convincing answer against which 
hardly anything can be said so the collectivism which entered into Marxism, 
entered in a way which was, so to speak in contradiction to its original ideas, 
and as a consequence the thing went sour. That is the real proper answer: it 
was an unintentional consequence of the means adopted however we leave 
that. 

 Popper also links ethical individualism 

and epistemological indeterminism in his critique of Marxism: 

58

 
 

The fundamental problem concerning Marxism for Popper was the methodology 

which he distinguished from its moral intentions. The assumption of an 

epistemological determinism through an understanding of the way in which social 

‘laws’ that exist can be known created a situation where the initial individualism 

that Marx aimed towards was, overshadowed by a collectivism which in effect 

brought about an altered ethical situation. The focus of Marxist ethics would in 

actuality have two layers; an individualist level and a collectivist level. However, 

as J. L. Talmon argued in The Origins of Totalitarian Democracy (1952), the 

latter would necessarily nullify the former in practice.  

 Even though this lecture focused upon the problem of individualism, 

Popper lacked a philosophical notion of the individual. The fact that Popper never 

set out to define what an ‘individual’ or ‘person’ is, was not an accident but was 

grounded in the validity of his earliest epistemological arguments. Popper’s 

objection to a theory of the individual can be seen in a line of reasoning in Die 

beiden Grundprobleme as follows: Firstly, the formulation of a theoretical 

question, as we construct it by means of universals requires a conceivable and 

                                                 
57 It is interesting to note that Popper did not engage with works such as Georg Lukács’ History 

and Class Consciousness (1923) which contained similar concerns to Popper’s own. 
58 Popper, K. Ethical and Methodological Individualism, Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 12-1, p. 3. 
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repeatable “event”, and every repeatable event can, in principle, be researched.59 

Secondly, no theoretical question will ever allow us to get to the individual as the 

action of an individual in the strictest sense cannot be repeated, therefore remains 

non-predictable.60 Thirdly, humans can become an object of scientific analysis, 

however, only types and typical, repeatable phenomena describable by universals 

can be comprehended scientifically, never individuals, or that which is a simple 

individual.61

This may appear to be a harsh scientifically minded line of argument of a 

“logical positivist”. However, holding to the validity (Geltungsgrund) of this 

argument and in principle keeping silent about the individual was a morally based 

decision grown out of a deep humanitarianism. This argument to do with natural 

laws was actually an argument for personal responsibility, transcendentally 

developed through a criticism of a scientific experimental attitude towards 

individual events:  

  

Whenever we speak about responsibility, we think of that aspect of an event 
that is not scientific and is not repeatable. Every individual event is, in 
principle, unrepeatable, but its typical feature can be repeated. If we are 
interested in what is typical only, and do not regard the individual event as 
unique, what we call responsibility never occurs…we can speak about the 
causal determination of repeatable typical events only. We must never use 
the idea of law-like regularity, in the scientific sense, when we are interested 
in the individual. Applying this idea to individuals goes far beyond what 
science justifies us in doing…It becomes evident that this false application, 
this causal metaphysics, is precisely what we rebel against instinctively when 
we sense that the application of deterministic ideas to unique acts of creation 
is untenable. 62

 
 

 

                                                 
59 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 445. Also 

see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 401. 
60 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 445. Also 

see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 401. 
61 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 445. Also 

see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 401. 
62 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), pp. 446-447. 
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Embedded within this was a moral argument that we can only come to an 

understanding of the individual or person by progressing negatively, by seeing 

how not to regard individuals we can gain a positive understanding. One can 

almost detect a warning or a foreshadowing of the totalitarian treatment of the 

human in this argument. This point cannot be underestimated given that Popper 

wrote the drafts of Die beiden Grundprobleme with an eye to fleeing Europe 

because of a belief that something ominous was about to befall the continent. 

The second part of the lecture Ethical and Methodological Individualism 

moves from ethical individualism to methodological individualism. From 

Popper’s arguments on methodological individualism we can observe the way in 

which his later understanding of arguability evolved along with his critical 

rationalism. The critical differences between Popper’s later critical rationalist 

thought and his scientific thought before The Poverty can be summarised by two 

technical revisions to his early scientific thought: First, there is a change of 

attitude concerning the permissibility of transcendental criticisms. Second, there 

is an analogous change of opinion concerning the rational arguability of non-

testable (that is, irrefutable) metaphysical theories as a result of a belief that he 

wrongly identified the limits of science with those of arguability.63

                                                 
63 Shearmur, J. “Critical Rationalism and Ethics”, (2009), p. 345. Also see: Popper, K. Objective 

Knowledge, (1972), p. 40, Note 9. 

 The combined 

effect of these two amendments to Popper’s earlier scientific thought proved 

central to the development of Popper’s later critical rationalism. As has been 

argued earlier in this thesis these two changes most likely occurred during 

Popper’s dealing with political debates during the years of writing The Poverty 

and The Open Society and were essential to the development of his ontological 

thought. For Popper’s later lectures on historical, political, social and aesthetic 

topics such as those at the London School of Economics as well as public lectures 
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a renewed breadth of argumentative possibilities could be explored. These 

argumentative possibilities while being able to explore beyond the limits of 

science which were laid down earlier by Popper’s falsificationist principle, were 

nonetheless seen by him in relation to this principle. A clear understanding of the 

non-scientific nature of such arguments despite their use of justification or 

argumentative support from the natural sciences was always made evident by 

Popper. Popper was free to use the scientific theories that he encountered earlier 

in life in an assuredly non-scientific way in order to support arguments in the 

various fields in the humanities that he engaged with. Thus, we see a re-

emergence of theories from Bühler and Lorenz extrinsic to their original 

disciplinary context devoted to an argument opposing Fascism in Ethical and 

Methodological Individualism. This is a classic example of Popper’s use of the 

transcendental criticism within the allowable parameters of argumentation 

permitted by his critical rationalism.    

In light of Popper’s revised stance on the limits of rational arguability an 

ontological theorising of institutions is possible. The notion of methodological 

individualism refers to a theory of human action which can be objectively 

observed as a process of individual decision making. For Popper, the acting 

individual is influenced by his or her surroundings as he or she experiences them 

as physical entities. A theory of institutions was used by Popper to describe the 

theories of objectivity that supported his arguments for rational discussion and 

individualism against collectivism. From such a theorising on institutions we can 

see a foreshadowing of Popper’s later World 3 ontology that would not have been 

possible had the changes to Popper’s understanding of argumentation not been 

made. According to Popper, language itself is the most important institution from 
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which other institutions grow.64  Institutions for Popper can be understood as 

being products of human communication, that is, World 3 products that are 

concerned with the spreading of particular ideas and information in a particular 

way and are fundamental to the forms of human organisation. As Popper 

understood language through the theories of Bühler, he had the conceptual tools at 

hand to explain how institutions may evolve. As languages are in themselves 

human institutions, the same logic in their development is also evident in other 

institutions. The lack of intention in the form of languages grew out of the need 

for humans to communicate. Despite the lack of intentionality directed towards 

the form of a particular language, the current form of the language nonetheless 

grew.65

Varying institutional forms interact and compete with each other for 

survival or rely on other institutions for survival. Language being a fundamental 

institution fulfils a basic human need for inter-subjective communication. 

Language constitutes an element of other more consciously developed human 

institutions as the complexity of human society increases. According to Popper’s 

theory, language can be said to possibly have the highest instance of adaptive 

value amongst all human institutions, thus it is considered by Popper to be the 

most important institution.

  

66

                                                 
64 Popper, K. Ethical and Methodological Individualism, Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 12-1, p. 6. 

  

65 In relation to the problem of intentionality involved in language formation, Ghil‘ad 
Zuckermann’s work on the origins and development of Modern Hebrew, which he calls 
“Israeli”, provides many interesting examples of the way in which often unintended non-Semitic 
linguistic features have significantly contributed to the form of this emergent language. For 
Zuckermann the language spoken in today’s Israel “is a multifaceted and fascinating fin-de-
siécle hybrid, based not only on…Hebrew but also on the revivalists’ mother tongues such as 
Yiddish”. See: Zuckermann, G. “Hebrew Revivalists’ Goals vis-à-vis the Emerging Israeli 
Language”, in Joshua A. Fishman and Ofelia García (eds), Vol. 2. Handbook of Language and 
Ethnic Identity: Success and Failure Continuum. Oxford University Press. (2010 Forthcoming). 
Also see: Zuckermann, G. Israelít safá yafá (Israeli – A Beautiful Language. Hebrew As Myth), 
Tel Aviv: Am Oved, 2008, as well as Zuckermann, G. “Hybridity versus Revivability: Multiple 
Causation, Forms and Patterns”, in Journal of Language Contact, Varia 2, (2009), pp. 40-67. 

66 Popper, K. Ethical and Methodological Individualism, Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 12-1, p. 8. 
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 Popper’s attitude towards institutions as containing inertia was the basis 

for his support for tradition and supporting existing institutions in favour of 

creating new ones is a seemingly conservative standpoint. Within this lecture 

there is contained an argument that provides possibly the greatest challenge to the 

way we ought to perceive a Popperian liberalism. This lecture is reflective of 

Stokes’s assertion that Popper’s ideas cannot be classified as liberal in any 

straightforward way, contrary to widespread belief and Popper’s own 

declaration.67

 

 It shows that there is a complexity and layering within Popper’s 

thought system concerning human cultural traditions which envisaged the 

possibility for human flourishing in both liberal and conservative terms: 

I am very much in favour of criticising institutions and seeing what can be 
done to improve them. Because institutions have this sort of inertia, about 
which I was speaking, which comes simply from the fact that they are 
(about)?? [Sic.] to action and having this inertia they very often tend to 
survive in the situation in which they were most valuable and hang on into a 
time in which they may no longer be very valuable or in which reform is 
urgently needed. So I am very far from saying that you should always 
applaud institutions but you should change them with great respect and a 
great feeling of responsibility that by your change you may unwittingly 
institute something which will long survive you and go on for thousands of 
years and become a horrible nightmare, because that is the way in which 
some institutions did become horrible nightmares. So if you call that 
conservatism, then I am a conservative. In other words to be responsible in 
what you do and realise constantly that it is very likely that something else 
may happen from what you really intend.68

 
  

 The complexity of the liberal and conservative attitudes in Popper’s 

thought cannot be easily reduced to a type of conservatism or a type of liberalism. 

Recent research by Jeff Kochan indicates that Popper ought not to be seen as a 

socialist, liberal or conservative, but rather the underlying moral decisions 

characterising Popper’s political philosophy have been communitarian.69

                                                 
67 Stokes, G. Popper, (1998), p. 46. 

 As 

68 Popper, K. Ethical and Methodological Individualism, Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 12-1, p. 7. 
69 See: Kochan, J. “Popper’s Communitarianism”, in Cohen. R. S., and Z. Parusniková (eds.). 

Rethinking Popper, Springer Science. (2009), p. 287. 
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Popper himself stated that he was an “old-fashioned liberal”,70

 Popper then went on to elaborate the importance of unintended 

consequences on the development of human institutions by once again linking it 

to an analogy in the animal world:  

 Kochan’s 

argument that Popper was a communitarian is highly problematic as it ignores the 

possibility of the rich variety of ideas available in the liberal tradition of J. S. Mill. 

This rich variety of ideas lends support to the interpretation of Popper as a 

complex liberal political thinker, although perhaps not a conventional or 

straightforward representative of this tradition as Stokes suggests.     

You have a jungle, and you have animals in the jungle and they want to go to 
a place in order to drink water. In doing so they break through the underwood 
and thereby make a break which will be easy for other animals and so the 
other animals will use the same path, and so a jungle path will develop 
without anybody wanting to build a highroad.71

 
   

This for Popper is a circular effect which reflects the way in which human 

languages are developed. The behaviour of animals in their natural habitat was an 

interest of Popper’s and is evident by some of the books in his personal library 

that are now held in the Karl-Popper-Sammlung, in Klagenfurt, Austria.72 It also 

reflects the stylistic and rhetorical influence of the more popular works of 

Popper’s close friend Konrad Lorenz by making speculative analogies from one 

observable instance of animal or human behaviour in an attempt to explain 

another.73

                                                 
70 Stokes, G. Popper, (1998), p. 72. 

 This analogous mode of reasoning does not contain a criterion from 

which it can be refuted however, this mode of reasoning reflects the continuation 

71 Popper, K. Ethical and Methodological Individualism, Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 12-1, p. 6. 
72 Such as the works by Joy Adamson that are part of his personal library held at the Karl-Popper-

Sammlung. 
73 Striking similarities exist between Popper’s late descriptions of behaviour in the animal word 

and Lorenz’s Man Meets Dog (1954). Particularly in relation to Chapter 1 of this book in which 
Lorenz speculates on the origins of the demistication of dogs and cats from his personal 
observations between dogs and children.  Popper’s personal library held at the Karl-Popper-
Sammlung indicates a particular fondness for such popular documentary books on animal 
behaviour. 
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of his sceptical Kantianism, and was believed by Popper to be reasonable if not 

strictly scientific. According to Popper’s attitude towards Kant’s transcendental 

criticism, such theories built upon using knowledge in one field cannot be 

considered scientific when applied to another.74 This is especially the case as 

many of Popper’s descriptions that are used in his arguments by analogy such as 

the “bee-hive” or “jungle” analogy are of the most general and untechnical sort, 

that nonetheless may well prove illuminating. It may subjectively feel correct to 

make such assumptions even though no falsifiable means of testing could ever 

conclusively provide us with any additional knowledge. This feeling-for-truth 

reflects the influence of Fries and is evident in the use of the notion of Einfühlung 

in the Logik.75

 Popper interestingly enough continued this naturalistic view of human 

institutions to his critique of religion. Institutions grow and develop with the 

community and hold a certain adaptive value. In an evolutionary sense this 

critique is exemplified by religions which hold a counter-adaptive value and 

would in consequence be eliminated.

  

76 Popper gave the example of a counter-

adaptive value held by an Indian community that so strongly believed in the 

holiness of life that they also believed in the holiness of the life of tigers, as a 

consequence of this belief this young community disappeared. However, this 

“natural selection” of values may not occur if the same belief was held in London 

rather than in an Indian jungle as such counter-adaptive values may not be 

removed due to a lack of opportunity for error elimination.77

                                                 
74 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 57. Also 

see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 53. 

  Popper’s social 

thought on institutions required the same active search for error to be eliminated 

75 Popper, K. The Logic of Scientific Discovery, (1959), p. 9. Also see: Popper, K. Die beiden 
Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie,  (1979a), p. 9. 

76 Popper, K. Ethical and Methodological Individualism, Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 12-1, p. 7. 
77 Popper, K. Ethical and Methodological Individualism, Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 12-1, p. 7. 
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that characterised his methodological thought and his early Selzian psychology.  

For Popper, as we destroy our unsuccessful theories that we propose to the world, 

we also ought to be prepared to destroy institutions that can no longer contribute 

to the thriving of the individual. Ideas and institutions are linked by the same 

evolutionary logic and hold the same ontological status, in regards to the content 

of the knowledge involved. Institutions provide an inter-subjective realm of 

interaction for groups of humans who hold compatible ideas concerning future 

states or events. Popper may have given a poor example of a counter-adaptive 

value in the case of this unnamed Indian community, however, we can still gain 

for this example the extent to which his methodology and its early basis in 

cognitive psychology was developed and applied to a later social theory. 

At a more technical level, we ought to regard this inference by analogy 

from an unspecified particular Indian community to the universal or law-like 

behaviour of human institutions as a greatly problematic aspect of Popper’s 

empiricism. Ernest Nagel, has attempted to describe such a use of analogy that 

that appears throughout Popper’s thought of which many examples have been 

given in this thesis. For Nagel a genuinely satisfactory scientific explanation must 

“reduce” the unfamiliar to the already familiar.78 Such constructing and 

developing of “explanatory systems” rely on a desire to find and exploit structural 

analogies between the subject matter under inquiry and already familiar 

knowledge.79

                                                 
78 Nagel, E. The Structure of Science: Problems in the Logic of Scientific Explanation, London: 

Routledge and Kegan Paul, (1961), p. 107. 

 Importantly Nagel warned us of the dangers when familiar notions 

are extended to novel subject matters on the basis of unanalysed similarities, as 

79 Nagel, E. The Structure of Science: Problems in the Logic of Scientific Explanation, (1961), p. 
107. 
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there is a serious possibility that error could be introduced.80 Contrary to Popper’s 

methodological preoccupation with error elimination, his heavy reliance on 

analogy in providing an explanation for new and untested theories can actually 

have the reverse result of introducing new error. Such error resulting from the use 

of analogy, particularly for the social sciences and broader humanities, may go 

undetected due to the impossibility of designing tests for such theories.81

 For all Popper’s familiarity with Kant’s Transcendental Doctrine of 

Method, is seems that Popper crucially ignored some of the theoretical cautions 

that Kant himself was aware of. According to Kant’s Transcendental Doctrine of 

Method such a use of an analogy (as exemplified by the jungle analogy above) to 

form a hypothesis can be termed a transcendental hypothesis. According to Kant, 

such a hypothesis employs an idea of reason to explain the appearance of nature, 

but it does not give us any better insight into the appearance.

 

82 For Kant, such a 

hypothesis might satisfy reason, but it does not assist the understanding in its 

application to the object.83 Popper may have ‘revised’ Kant, but as his confidence 

in the “illuminating” capacity for non-testable transcendental hypotheses 

suggests, he also ignored Kant’s expressed warning.84

Further, the above example of the unspecified Indian religious community 

is highly problematic as it does not take into consideration the hundreds of human 

communities that have worshiped dangerous animals without becoming extinct. It 

is an empirical example or an attempt at Geltungsgrund or validation that is 

  

                                                 
80 Nagel, E. The Structure of Science: Problems in the Logic of Scientific Explanation, (1961), p. 

108. 
81 The technical basis for Popper’s use of analogy can first be seen in his early letter to Victor 

Kraft, as discussed in Chapter Three. Also see: Letter of Correspondence. Popper to Victor 
Kraft. 9 June 1967. Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 3.16, 24 Victor Kraft 1945-74 

82 Kant, Critique of Pure Reason: §Transcendental Doctrine of Method, Ch. 1, Section III, 
(A771/B799) (1993 Meiklejohn Translation), p. 501.  

83 Kant, Critique of Pure Reason: §Transcendental Doctrine of Method, Ch. 1, Section III, 
(A771/B799) (1993 Meiklejohn Translation), p. 501. 

84 Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 57, note *1. 
Also see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 53. 
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woefully inadequate for the argumentative task at hand due to its inadequate 

appreciation of the complexity of human cultures and the relationship to 

geographical location with its own and other cultures and histories. This problem 

arises from Popper’s view that: “what is true in logic is true in psychology….in 

scientific method, and in the history of science”.85 For Feyerabend, the result of 

such a belief is a dogma in which: “…all subjects, however assembled, unite 

automatically obey the laws of logic, or ought to obey the laws of logic. If this is 

so, then anthropological field work would seem to be superfluous”.86

This situation in which highly problematical analogical arguments were 

used arose out of the legacy of Popper’s revision of Kant which sought to make 

greater concessions to the empiricists. To emphasise that our scientific hypotheses 

are empirical and deductive also meant rendering them hypothetical.

 Popper’s 

careless use of the Indian community analogy is indicative of an attitude towards 

anthropology which Feyerabend predicts.  

87

                                                 
85 Feyerabend, P. Against Method, (1975), p. 258. Also see: Popper, K. Objective Knowledge, 

(1972), p. 6. 

 

Hypotheses based upon such general inferences from analogy as the one above 

cannot be falsified by any imaginable test. Therefore not only is such an argument 

or position hypothetical it is also irrefutable and potentially more damaging to our 

understanding than its possibility for illumination. In this way Popper’s early 

revision of Kant in an empiricist direction led his critical rationalism in the social 

sciences to the possibility of basing arguments upon the transcendental method in 

a way that, with caution could lead to a greater understanding of the problem, 

however, could also risk creating empirically absurd and frivolous “justification” 

86 Feyerabend, P. Against Method, (1975), pp. 257-258. 
87 See discussion in Chapter Three. Also see: Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of the 

Theory of Knowledge, (2009), pp. 34-38. Also see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der 
Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 32-36. 
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for a given position as the safeguard of the criterion of falsification is not 

applicable in such instances.  

 

4. Public and Private Values 

 

The posthumously published lecture Public and Private Values (2008) 

which was most likely written between 1944 and 1946 shows that Popper 

believed that intuitional understanding plays a part in political doctrines and 

decisions, however, positions resulting from this mode of understanding must be 

subjected to rational criticism.88 This lecture demonstrates the thought processes 

behind the rational criticism that resulted in The Open Society and what Shearmur 

described as Popper’s “rational and critical commitment to liberal democracy”.89

Popper’s lecture begins in a way that was in keeping with the general 

mode in which he wrote on matters of social philosophy, firstly by giving a thesis 

 

The purpose of this section’s analysis is twofold. Firstly, I will show that this 

lecture is a classic exemplification of the way that changes to Popper’s 

methodological thought enabled this particular discussion on social theory, 

despite its inability to be tested or argued to be true. Secondly, the content of this 

lecture reveals an important example of the way Popper’s political thought cannot 

be seen to be analogous in its content to the content of the arguments evinced in 

works presenting his falsificationist methodology. This difference is exemplified 

in the different attitude that Popper had concerning the way “regulative ideals” 

should be a guide to our actions. Popper also expressed a strongly worded distaste 

for systematical ethical theory despite the profound ethical nature of his thought.  

                                                 
88  For the obscurity surrounding the writing of lecture see: Popper, K. After The Open Society, 

(2008), p. 442. 
89 Shearmur, J. The Political Thought of Karl Popper, (1996a), p. 109. 



 288 

and then relating that thesis back to a problem situation that would be explored. 

He also outlined some methodological restrictions that mitigated what he hoped to 

achieve which reveals a great reverence for intellectual modesty and humility in 

regard to what one can know or hope to achieve with any intellectual activity. 

Popper opened this lecture with:  

 
The thesis which I intend to elaborate and to discuss in this paper is so simple 
that to some of you it may even appear to be trivial. My thesis is that, while 
misery is a mater for public policy, happiness is not. From this formulation 
you will see what the main problem is that I am trying to tackle. I am trying 
to determine what should be considered as belonging to the agenda of a 
public policy and what should not be so considered.90

 
 

The use of the word “trivial” is quite important for the argument, as we have 

earlier seen in Chapter Four that triviality was a desired feature of logic and that 

Popper did not equate triviality with unimportance. In this case the apparent 

triviality belies great importance. Popper also introduced two further points in this 

opening paragraph; his theory of negative utilitarianism and an introduction of the 

classical liberal problem of which policies ought to be part of the agenda or 

sovereignty of a government and which matters pertaining to the wellbeing of the 

individual lie beyond the agenda of state sovereignty over the individual. 

 After a discussion of the finer points of the argument that Popper wished 

to make, his attention turned towards making an important methodological 

admission that appears rather late in the lecture for such a methodological point. 

Popper stated the extent to which the contents of this paper are governed by his 

understanding of the broader methodological concerns of his falsificatonism and 

cannot be extricated from his understanding of arguability: 

 

                                                 
90 Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), p. 118. Also see unpublished typescript: Popper, K. 

Public and Private Values, Karl-Popper-Sammlung, Box 39-17, p. 1. 
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So far I have not used a single argument that really deserves this name – only 
ad hominem arguments, i.e. appeals made in the hope that you may be 
induced to think or to feel in certain matters similarly as I do. And it seems 
difficult to do anything else. For I do not hold that a problem like ours – the 
demarcation of the agenda of public policy – can be solved by arguments 
about the nature of the state or of politics or about the essential difference 
between privacy and publicity. On the contrary, I must insist that what I have 
loosely called, in the beginning, my thesis, is not a thesis at all, but rather a 
political demand or a postulate. And of a demand or a postulate it is 
impossible to argue that it is true.91

 
 

 
   
Popper’s claim here not to have given any “argument” in the strict sense of the 

word is in keeping with his lifelong opposition to justificationism and the need to 

give “reasons”. According to David Miller “It is the use of reason that marks out 

the rational person, not the provision of reasons”.92 For Popper’s and for Miller’s 

critical rationalism, “it is not our beliefs, or our theories, that are rational, but the 

way we deal with them”.93 Miller referred to a paper dated 1953, a few years after 

Private and Public Values, in which he summarises the central importance of 

Popper’s brand of critical rationalism as one with the “fundamental tenet that the 

main purpose of reason is to enhance critical discussion, not to provide spurious 

justification…The link between rationality and reason is a genuine one, while that 

between rationality and reasons is a sham”.94

Why Popper stated that this paper has not given any “arguments” reflects 

the precise critical rationalist understanding of the purpose of arguments as being 

wholly inadequate for the purpose of persuasion, discovery (in the objective rather 

than subjective sense) and justification.

  

95

                                                 
91 Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), pp. 121-122. 

 Rather, the purpose of arguments 

according to Miller is “to criticize or to probe or to eliminate the propositions that 

92 Miller, D. Out of Error, (2006), p. 50. 
93 Miller, D. Out of Error, (2006), p. 50. 
94 Miller, D. Out of Error, (2006), p. 50. Also see: Miller, D. Critical Rationalism. A Restatement 

and Defence. Chicago and La Salle: Open Court Publishing Company, (1994), Ch. 3. Also see: 
Popper, K. Conjectures and Refutations, (1963a), Ch. 1, §VII. 

95 Miller, D. Out of Error, (2006), p. 50. 
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we are interested in, not to provide reasons either for or against these 

propositions”.96

 Popper’s unwillingness to call such arguments “arguments” due to the 

fact that they give reasons for inducing the reader to think and feel the same as the 

author are also based upon the distinction between facts and decisions explored in 

Chapter Four of this thesis. For Popper the decision to accept a theory or to reject 

it is according to Miller “something that goes beyond the empirical investigation 

itself”.

 I fear that Popper may well have been too harsh on himself here 

in not regarding any of his arguments to be more than ad hominem. Even though 

Popper expressed his purpose to persuade the reader of certain political demands 

or postulates, we cannot say that this lecture does not contain criticism that is 

valuable in itself irrespective of its role in providing decisions or reasons for or 

against a proposition. 

97

                                                 
96 Miller, D. Out of Error, (2006), p. 65. 

 From this perspective we can argue that it was Popper’s ‘decision’ to use 

an argument in an ad hominem way to support a convictional position that renders 

his methodology in this paper problematic. In other words, there is a problem with 

the procedure, created by the personal and rather emotive way in which a decision 

was made to deploy arguments against certain political demands rather than 

others irrespective of the impossibility to ascertain the truth of the arguments 

being made. This reference to truth in the above mentioned passage of Popper’s 

once again reveals the central position of the search for truth for critical 

rationalism that distinguishes its fallibilism and scepticism from the relativist 

varieties. It also supports the case that Popper’s political arguments cannot be 

extricated from the biographical context of the methodological changes that were 

occurring in his other writings at the same time.  

97 Miller, D. Out of Error, (2006), p. 65. 
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As this lecture was a relatively early instance of his social writings in the 

1940s it reveals Popper’s earlier attempt at reconciling a need to write on a topic 

in which not only are the arguments non-falsifiable, but cannot even be regarded 

as arguments. This unease was characteristic of all of Popper’s works in political 

or social philosophy or ontology for that matter. However, the language and sense 

of determination of his later writings in these fields would not be as self critical or 

harsh on the procedures used to carry out such critical and rational arguments 

pertaining to the problems of human overpopulation, nuclear warfare and ethical 

responsibility for those in medicine or in the media, which were deemed of utmost 

urgency for humanity and the world. At least the language in these later lectures 

would not reflect the view given in Public and Private Values that he is not giving 

a single argument. This would perhaps reveal an evolving understanding of what 

is possible and what is permissible of an irrefutable rational argument:  

But rational argument is not entirely impossible. We can, more especially, 
investigate our demand from the point of view of its compatibility with 
certain important and widely accepted moral and political creeds, and 
especially to some creeds which seem to disagree on the issue in question, 
then we can consider our demand as a little more than a merely personal 
solution.98

 
  

Here we can see that Popper barely conceded that a rational argument in relation 

to the social problem under investigation was “not entirely impossible”. This 

position was still quite far from his later view that such transcendental criticism 

that cannot as Miller states “probe or eliminate the propositions that we are 

interested in”, can nonetheless be considered “illuminating”.99

One of his most interesting attempts to increase the argumentative scope 

of a social and moral hypothesis in light of the restrictive shadow of the 

   

                                                 
98 Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), p. 122. 
99 Miller, D. Out of Error, (2006), p. 65. Also see: Popper, K. The Two Fundamental Problems of 

the Theory of Knowledge, (2009), p. 57. Also see: Popper, K. Die beiden Grundprobleme der 
Erkenntnistheorie, (1979a), p. 53. 
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falsificaionist principle came form a very unusual source. It came from a paper 

that a political philosopher could easily dismiss as being one of Popper’s late 

scientific works.100 Later in life in a paper titled The Place of Mind in Nature 

(1982) 101 Popper showed how his evolutionary theory is integrated into the other 

major formative influences of his philosophy such as the linguistics of Bühler and 

the theories of Tarski and Selz without mentioning them by name.102 This paper 

demonstrates the importance of evolutionism in uniting all the phases or critical 

moments of Popper’s philosophy into a coherent philosophical system. 

Everything from his early theory of childhood learning and understanding of 

human linguistic functioning to the discussions on the problems of truth and 

certainty from the Logik and Conjectures and Refutations developed from the 

work of Tarski, as well as his late World 3 ontology and writings on the 

Presocratic philosophers are artfully woven together with the aid of evolutionism. 

In this paper Popper linked his evolutionary understanding of the emergence of 

the human mind or intelligence with scholarship into genetic research. He used 

this understanding of emergence to explain his support for “exploratory or active 

Darwinism”. This understanding of Darwinism assumes that living organisms in 

the early history of life on earth acquired certain behavioural traits by way of 

mutations organised by “selection pressures”.103

                                                 
100 However, we ought to be very careful about trying to impose a dichotomy between works 

which can be regarded as “scientific” and those that are regarded as “social” or “political”.  
After all Conjectures and Refutations ends in a chapter on liberalism, and the notes to The Open 
Society contain many important discussions on the research methods in logic and the applied 
sciences, not to mention the question of whether we are to regard the Logik as a “scientific” text.  

 These traits led them to become 

active explorers searching for new environments with “mindlike behaviour” and 

101 This lecture was delivered at the Nobel Conference XVII at Gustavus Adolphus College, St 
Peter, Minnesota, however Popper was not able to deliver this lecture in person. I would like to 
thank Arne F. Petersen for bringing this lecture to my attention. 

102 In this paper Popper links his evolutionism with a Selzian theory of mind and later with a 
Tarskian understanding of the correspondence theory of truth.  

103 Popper, K. “The Place of Mind in Nature”, (1982a), pp. 38-39. 
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later with consciousness.104  If the organism is reasonably well adapted to an 

environment, selection pressures will then be due mainly to overpopulation. Even 

with a population well adapted to the environment, the increase in population will 

lead to an increased death rate due the new selection pressures.105

This lecture cannot be considered scientific in the strict falsificationist 

sense as many of the hypotheses in it are not testable and are thus regarded as 

metaphysical. It is also significant in that it reveals a peculiar feature of Popper’s 

critical rationalism. If we compare this to his other late arguments for example in 

Ethical and Methodological Individualism in which the greatest danger facing 

humanity is seen to be overpopulation, we can see that all the arguments involved 

in creating the hypotheses supporting “active Darwinism” are really used to 

support his social and moral arguments for a need to reduce the human 

population.

  

106

 One can see that this is a similar procedure that Popper used to create the 

forcefulness of the arguments in The Open Society years earlier in which testable 

or falsifiable empirical or formal theories are used to corroborate a social theory 

even though they do not bear upon the social theory’s own irrefutable status. 

More important however, from a biographical perspective, an analogy can be 

drawn from the descriptions in The Place of Mind in Nature of the way organisms 

actively seek for new environments in the face of selection pressure and Popper’s 

 Thus, the same concerns of the threat of war and death as a result 

of overpopulation that are thematic in his late political writings are central to this 

lecture. Instead of being directed towards the dangers facing human civilisation 

however, they are abstracted to the more general level of the selection pressures 

that have been common to all species throughout evolution. 

                                                 
104 Popper, K. “The Place of Mind in Nature”, (1982a), pp. 38-39. 
105 Popper, K. “The Place of Mind in Nature”, (1982a), pp. 38-39. 
106 Popper, K. “The Place of Mind in Nature”, (1982a), pp. 38-39. 
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own experience of a desperate and chaotic migration experience in the face of an 

impending European catastrophe. As a result of the moral concerns embedded 

within Popper’s late evolutionism we can regard the totality of his arguments as 

constituting a philosophy for the migrant. This philosophy is inextricable from the 

context of the author’s historical predicament. Accordingly, it is a universal 

philosophy of displacement and exodus in the guise of twentieth century scientific 

language. Popper’s epistemological concern with opposing dogmatic and 

uncritical ways of learning was given particular urgency from his experiences in 

Austria of the way people uncritically became ready followers of socialism and 

fascism.   

In an interview titled Lesson of This Century: With Talks on Freedom and 

the Democratic State (1997) we can observe an instance in which Popper’s 

political arguments can be seen to derive some of their force from his 

understanding of science. From this interview we can see that, in the realm of the 

political, one of Popper’s fundamental concerns was with the practical problems 

of governance, particularly the role and scope of the state bureaucracy and the 

means to eliminate the dangers that can result out of a lack democracy and 

transparency within such institutions.107 Popper thought of the bureaucracy as a 

structural blind spot for all democratic societies. It was science that Popper 

believed reflected a democratic ideal that other institutions ought to emulate.108

                                                 
107 Popper, K. Lesson of This Century, (1997), pp. 79-80. 

 

For Popper the self-critical attitude of the scientist who seeks to falsify his own 

arguments in light of the results of experimentation, in order to arrive at a theory 

closer to the truth represents a high point of the democratic attitude. This position 

has been severely attacked by Popper’s former student Paul Feyerabend. For 

108 For Habermas’s sociological critique of certain idealistic aspects of the Popperian view of 
science which do not appreciate the extent to which science is orientated towards technological 
control see: Stokes, G. Popper, (1998), pp. 151-155.  
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Feyerabend, the “fairy-tale [of the success of science] explains why modern 

society treats science in a special way and why it grants it privileges not enjoyed 

by other institutions”.109

We accept scientific laws and scientific facts, we teach them in our schools, 
we make them the basis of important political decisions, but without having 
ever subjected them to a vote. Scientists do not subject them to a vote – or at 
least this is what they say – and laymen certainly do not subject them to a 
vote.

 Feyerabend argued that the way in which we accept or 

reject theories is radically different from democratic decision making:  

110

 
 

The separation between state and church for Feyerabend, must therefore 

be complemented by the separation between state and science, which “may be our 

only chance to achieve a humanity we are capable of, but have never fully 

realized”.111However, this claim seems rather over-exaggerated and naïve in its 

belief in a new “humanity”. Not only is the idealisation of science and its 

disproportionate status as an institution detrimental to the democratic state as a 

whole, it is detrimental to the very advancement of knowledge that it purports to 

monopolise.112 Feyerabend makes the methodological argument that the 

separation of science and non-science is not only artificial but also detrimental to 

the advancement of knowledge. For Feyerabend, understanding nature and 

mastering our physical surroundings requires the use of all ideas and all methods, 

not just a small selection such as the method of falsification. 113

Feyerabend’s argument concerning the detriment for knowledge 

associated with the separation of science from non-science could be seen from 

Popper’s early opposition to transcendental criticisms and the mistaken conflation 

  

                                                 
109 Feyerabend, P. Against Method, (1975), p. 300. 
110 Feyerabend, P. Against Method, (1975), p. 301. 
111 Feyerabend, P. Against Method, (1975), pp. 295, 299. 
112 Feyerabend, P. Against Method, (1975), pp. 304-306. 
113 Feyerabend, P. Against Method, (1975), p. 307. 
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of the limits of arguability with the limits of science.114

 I will now turn to the second task of this section on Private and Public 

Values and examine the tension between Popper’s scientific and social thought. 

We have seen that the changes in the methodology inherent within Popper’s 

critical rationalist philosophy had a direct implication for the way Popper 

understood the argumentative validity of the political demands and postulates that 

he put forward. However, this does not mean that his theorising on the 

falsificationist methodology as exemplified by Die beiden Grundprobleme, the 

Logik and Conjectures and Refutations provided a methodological or logical 

blueprint for his social arguments. If we only look hard enough we can find at 

least verbal if not logical similarities between the key standpoints of his political 

thought, say his idea of “piecemeal social engineering” and his methodological 

thought, say his theory of trial and error. Popper’s political thought can be seen to 

have gained much from his understanding of scientific methodology, but the 

contents and concepts were not derived or modelled upon his theorising on 

 Popper’s own 

falsificationsit methodology impeded his own writing in the humanities by 

attempting to treat debates in fields such as aesthetics and the social sciences as if 

they were as-yet-unfalsifiable science, or disciplines which aspire to undergo a 

Copernican Revolution. This methodological restriction notwithstanding, there 

are in Popper’s political thought, postulates that are not limited by methodological 

considerations concerning what is good scientific practice and what does not live 

up to this, but have their own rational in the classical theories in political 

philosophy. Such arguments have their own motives and logic of discovery that 

propel them forward despite Popper’s keen awareness of the way such arguments 

proceed differently from an idealised scientific practice.  

                                                 
114 See the comparison between Popper’s and Berlin’s treatment of expressive and intuitable 

knowledge for the humanities in Chapter Seven. 
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science.  Although there are instances where this is the case, there are also 

instances in which there is direct conflict between Popper’s standpoints relating to 

society and his view of the scientific method.115  I will now draw the reader’s 

attention an example from Public and Private Values in which Popper’s political 

philosophy can be seen not to be easily reduced to a part of his sociology of 

science.116

Popper’s stance on the “regulative ideal” was held to be a central position 

for his epistemology, however he repudiated it in relation to its role in debates on 

political philosophy. This thesis has already looked at the importance of the 

regulative ideal for Popper’s epistemology and methodology in relation to the 

problem of truth. The central regulative ideal for political philosophy, that is, “the 

highest good” is an object of derision for Popper; a legacy of Plato’s 

authoritarianism expressed in The Open Society: 

  

I consider it the most urgent duty to fight the greatest and most concrete evil, 
and that the urgency decreases when we proceed to lesser evils and certainly 
when we proceed to positive goods. Whether or not a highest good exists (in 
any interesting sense of the world ‘exists’), I do not know. But if it does, then 
its realization would be, from my point of view, the least urgent thing on 
earth. For me it would, by comparison, have rather the character of a luxury. 
And the idea, more particularly, that the realization of the greatest good is 
worth great sacrifices, i.e. that it is worth putting up with great evils, seems 
to me simply pernicious. We can demand sacrifices, especially sacrifices in 
positive goods, if these are needed for the fight against urgent concrete evil. 
But we should not demand sacrifices, and tolerate concrete evils, as the price 
worth paying for a distant good.117

  
         

We can observe that Popper, in regard to his methodology accepted a Kantian 

concept of a regulative ideal seen in the concept of truth, however his political 

philosophy did not accept “the highest good” as such an ideal. Rather Popper’s 

                                                 
115 The “authoritarian mischief” is an example of a political question and an epistemological 

question that are both purposefully given as examples of a single problem, that is in both its 
political and epistemological guises see: Miller, D. Out of Error, (2006), p. 31. 

116 By sociology of science I mean the practical day to day requirements of the scientist in 
deciding upon which theories to accept and which to reject as this ‘decision’ lies outside the 
logic of falsification.  

117 Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), pp. 120-121. 
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political philosophy took a negative utilitarian approach rather than the Kantian 

ethical ideal in the form of a postulate of moral reason. Despite Popper’s support 

of Kant’s idea of the regulative ideal in regards to methodology in relation to 

moral problems, Popper is opposed to Kant’s view on the moral law.  

For Popper we can never know what the greatest good is, it is even 

difficult to say what goods are better than others. For Popper “we can, fairly 

clearly, distinguish between the elimination of concrete evils such as misery and 

the realization of positive goods such as happiness (even though this good is 

perhaps less concrete)”.118 Positive goods for Popper such as health, wealth, 

happiness, work, music or the enjoyment of one’s life are less definite than 

concrete evils such as starvation, pain, humiliation, injustice, exploitation.119 

Popper could not, unlike Kant, rely on the power of reason, as a result of the 

moral law to infuse a “feeling of pleasure” as a result of the fulfilment of duty, as 

this may well be erroneous.120

 

 As has been previously argued in this thesis, any 

sort of intellectual intuition in relation to ethical or any other sort of knowledge, 

although it is part of our decision making, and may be an invaluable guide in this 

regard, it is nonetheless fallible. The lecture Private and Public Values in this 

regard, is an important example of the way in which Popper, a Kantian 

philosopher, at least in terms of his epistemology, was in opposition to a 

fundamental aspect of Kant’s moral philosophy.  

 

 

 

                                                 
118 Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), pp. 119. 
119 Popper, K. After The Open Society, (2008), pp. 119. 
120 Kant, I. The Moral Law, §Groundwork of the Metaphysic of Morals, §There is no Explanation 

of Moral interest. [1948], (2006), p. 144. 
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5. Conclusion 

 

Popper’s later lectures and particularly some of the arguments in them that 

appear baffling can contribute much to our understanding of his better known 

works of scientific methodology by exposing problems as they progressively 

became more apparent in his later work. We ought not to read Popper’s later work 

in isolation from his early work as the problematic consequences of his early 

ambitious task of revising Kant and providing solutions to the “two fundamental 

problems of epistemology”, would often take years before they became apparent 

in Popper’s own writings.  

This chapter has discussed some of the ways in which Popper attempted to 

deal with the problem of creating arguments necessary for political discourse 

despite the fact that such arguments, according to his methodological 

proscriptions, could not strictly even be regarded as “arguments” as such.  We 

have seen that even though it is problematic to make a distinction between 

Popper’s scientific and non-scientific thought, there are real substantive 

differences between his writing on scientific methodology and his other political 

and ontological works. The unity of his works on scientific methodology and his 

other non-methodological writings exists on a broader philosophical or 

methodological level. His scientific methodology provides at a meta-level a 

methodology for his broader philosophy, whilst his broader philosophy, 

acknowledging its indebtedness to such theorising on scientific methodology, is 

forced to contravene its proscriptions, thereby forcing changes to his theorising on 

scientific methodology. Popper’s increasing reliance on transcendental criticisms 

did not change the fact that for a strict falsification of a theory such transcendental 

criticisms were ineffective. The result was a rift that opened up in Popper’s 
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theorising on falsification between the precise demands of the logic or refutation, 

and the practical needs and demands of argumentation for both the scientist and 

more acutely the political philosopher engaged in social and political discourse.  

There are however, real theoretical differences in the content of Popper’s 

political philosophy and the content of his writings on scientific methodology. 

Such differences are not immediately apparent and it is difficult to know where to 

look for them in the first place. Such lectures as Ethical and Methodological 

Individualism, although professing to be answering a political problem, are 

actually directed against a methodological error that is also associated with a 

political problem. However The Place of Mind in Nature, while using the theories 

of biology, logic and other various linguistic theories is actually a political 

argument against the dangers for humanity resulting from overpopulation. Despite 

this overlap and interaction between his work on scientific methodology and 

politics we can generally see that as a result of the influence of J. S. Mill and 

classical liberal theory, Popper’s political philosophy does not follow Kant as 

closely as his methodological writings, indeed Popper’s political philosophy 

opposes Kant with a theory of negative utilitarianism. The differences between his 

methodological writings and his political thought that are hostile to certain 

features of Kant’s moral philosophy are grounded in the epistemology of Popper’s 

early arguments, which were initially inspired by a need to revise Kant’s 

concessions to rationalism in the Kritik. 
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Chapter Nine 
Conclusion 

 

This thesis has provided an analysis of the interconnections between 

Popper’s social and political philosophy and his scientific methodology. It has 

argued that two related methodological changes had a profound impact upon his 

later writings. One of these changes was related to his attitude regarding the use 

of transcendental criticisms; the other was a change in his understanding of the 

limits of arguability. These changes become even more significant when we 

consider that Popper, in the face of such changes, maintained his understanding of 

the limits of science and the falsificationist method. This evolution in Popper’s 

thought enabled him to expand the disciplinary scope of his writings beyond the 

unreasonably narrow positivist confines of his early understanding of rational 

argumentation. The fact that the principle of falsification was not abandoned even 

when it became apparent that most of his own hypotheses were non-testable 

reveals a tension between the aspects of his work that evolved, and the features 

which remained constant. The principle of falsification would remain a pillar from 

which methodological concerns for non-falsifiable argumentation would grow. 

Despite the sense of urgency and importance with which the claims in his social 

and political theories were presented, there was nonetheless a real sense of 

modesty evident in the way he prefaced such works indicating their hypothetical 

nature. In this way Popper attempted to provide the audience with a sense of the 

real possibility of error in such writings even though they may have been based 

upon convictions endowed with a feeling of certainty on his behalf.  
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Thus, from a broad overview, the maintenance of the falsificationist 

method as the pillar of Popper’s philosophy casting a self-critical eye upon his 

non-falsifiable social and political writings is in keeping with his idealisation of 

Bertrand Russell as the most admirable philosopher of his time. It seems that 

Popper took to heart Russell’s assertion that:  

Modern science arose from the marriage of mathematics and 
empiricism…the same union is giving birth to a second child, scientific 
philosophy, which is perhaps destined to as great a career. For it alone can 
provide the intellectual temper in which it is possible to find a cure for the 
diseases of the modern world.1

 
  

Carnap who was present when Russell uttered these influential words pleaded for 

a greater intellectual responsibility and rationality and for philosophers to be 

guided by the mathematicians and scientists. For Popper the pretentious wisdom 

and the depressing ways of the philosophers was viewed in contrast to Russell’s 

ideal.2

It is in this general attitude, the attitude of the enlightenment, and in this 
critical view of philosophy – of what philosophy unfortunately is, and of 
what it ought to be – that I still feel very much at one with the Vienna Circle 
and with its spiritual father, Bertrand Russell.

 For Popper:  

3

 
  

 At a more technical level the unity of Popper’s political or social thought 

with his scientific thought can be seen to turn upon epistemological and 

methodological features such as his fallibilism, which was explored in Chapter 

Three. Other important features discussed in this thesis were Popper’s nominalism 

in relation to definitions which was dealt with in Chapter Four, his negativism 

which was discussed in Chapter Five, his anti-essentialism discussed in Chapter 

Six, and his anti-expressionism discussed in Chapter Seven. This thesis has set out 

                                                 
1 Stadler, F. Studien zum Wiener Kreis, (1997), p. 405. This quote from Russell was taken from a 

speech at a conference for the Unity of Science at the Sorbonne from the 16th to the 21st of 
September 1935.   

2 Popper, K. Unended Quest, (1974), p. 89. 
3 Popper, K. Unended Quest, (1974), p. 89. 
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to argue that a revision of the received understanding of Popper’s thought was 

necessary in light of the recent publications of his earliest works, unpublished or 

posthumously published letters of correspondence and late lectures. Much of the 

archival material used in this revision remains unpublished. However, the recent 

publications of Frühe Schriften (2006) and the translation into English of Die 

beiden Grundprobleme in 2009 as well as such collections as After The Open 

Society: Selected Social and Political Writings (2008), have shown that there is a 

need to explain the interconnected and interdependent nature of such vastly 

different works.  

The most important source of evidence for the new perspectives on the 

development and emergence of Popper’s critical rationalist philosophy and the 

peculiar nature of some of his later lectures has been his letters. These letters have 

provided an indispensable source for filling in the theoretical gaps and in being 

able to link Popper’s arguments in methodology, with his ontology and social 

thought. Chapter Two relied heavily upon Popper’s correspondence with Julius 

Kraft. Chapter Three looked at the correspondence with Victor Kraft and Konrad 

Lorenz. Chapters Four, Five and Six looked at the F. A. von Hayek and Carnap 

letters, and Chapter Seven focused on the Isaiah Berlin letters. From such letters 

we can see Popper’s arguments for certain theoretical standpoints, such as his 

‘negativism’ and ‘scientism’ often appear with an earnestness that is not as 

evident in his academic publications. We can also see the convictional and more 

personal grounds for supporting various positions that Popper did not publish in a 

scholarly context.  

The exegesis of Popper’s work in this thesis was conducted 

chronologically. After discussing the context of Popper’s formative intellectual 

environment in Chapter Two, Chapter Three explored his earliest philosophical 
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concerns and the first expression of arguments and standpoint, particularly 

Popper’s use of Kant’s transcendental method in a manner keeping with the 

Friesian tradition of Kantianism that he was introduced to by his friend Julius 

Kraft. It also explored the way a fascination with theories in evolutionary biology 

and cognitive and linguistic development were used as empirical support (in a 

transcendental manner) for his refutation of the inductive method through his 

hypothetical and deductivist revision of Kant’s stance on synthetic a priori 

judgements. In this way Popper brought his earlier work from the Pedagogic 

Institute under Karl Bühler to support philosophical arguments that he later 

became engaged with as a result of discussions with Julius Kraft. Such arguments 

were directed towards problems and debates that the members of the Vienna 

Circle, particularly Neurath, Schlick and Carnap were engaged with. In this way it 

was, by directing his philosophical work towards the methodological debates of 

the Vienna Circle, that Popper positioned himself for greater things to come, such 

as the later opportunity to confront Wittgenstein at the Moral Sciences Club, 

which has become part of the philosophical folk-lore of the twentieth century.  

In Chaper Three it was also argued that Popper’s criticism of inductivism 

through holding a revised Kantian position, that we can have synthetic a priori 

albeit fallible knowledge, resulted from a problematic understanding of truth that 

would deeply affect his later work. Popper’s scepticism which held that we can 

have knowledge of the world as it is in itself, however fallible and erroneous it 

may be, had problems avoiding relativism in the face of its inability to speak of 

truth. As relativism was morally unacceptable to Popper, much of his 

philosophical efforts in The Open Society and Conjectures and Refutations, as 

argued in Chapter Four of this thesis, were directed towards demonstrating that a 

nominal definition of truth (in light of Tarski’s work) was possible and this did 
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not contradict an absolute understanding of truth, which, according to Popper’s 

fallibilism, lies forever beyond our epistemological horizon. Chapter Five argued 

that there were important methodological and argumentative consequences of 

such a fallibilistic opposition to inductivism that would affect, in often unnoticed 

ways, Popper’s later theoretical work. Despite Popper’s ‘revision’ of Kant many 

of these argumentative consequences are in line with the consequences that Kant 

drew in the Transcendental Doctrine of Method, such as Kant’s arguments on the 

negative method.      

Chaper Six explored Popper’s problematic turn towards “ontology”, which 

could not be an ontology in the strictest sense as a result of his opposition to 

intuiting and defining essences. However, this ontological turn which would 

eventuate in his World 3 thesis not only originates in the work of Plato (who 

according to Popper discovered World 3), but was expressed in very similar 

language to an argument in Kant’s Transcendental Doctrine of Method 

concerning an intelligible or moral world comprised of a corpus mysticum of 

rational beings. Once again Popper’s theorising can be seen to follow in the 

footsteps of Kant’s Transcendental Doctrine of Method. The development of this 

Kantian theory of an intelligible world in the works of Frege would place 

Popper’s opposition to intuitionism in some danger as Frege held that we could 

have knowledge of non-empirical and non-physical objects that are nonetheless 

part of the physical world which was a consequence of his ontological separation 

of the content of thoughts from the process of thinking.   

Chapters Seven and Eight of this thesis then set out to show the practical 

implications of the various methodological and epistemological features of 

Popper’s thought for his social and political thought. It argued that to a large 

extent Popper’s social methodology was governed by the arguments of Kant’s 
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Transcendental Doctrine of Method which provided many of the practical 

guidelines for a method centred upon the falsificationist principle. It argued that 

while many of the social theories that Popper put forward were often derived from 

problematical support, they were non-testable and unfalsifiable in the same way 

as the theories he sought to refute from Die beiden Grundprobleme to The Open 

Society. Popper’s fin-de-siècle progressivist mentality remained optimistic about 

the growth of knowledge and the ultimate possibility of reducing human suffering 

through scientific knowledge.4

For Popper, the unfalsifiable theories of the social sciences ought to be 

navigated in relation to the falsificationist principle, which remains for such 

theories, an unattainable standard or a regulative ideal. Thus, the social sciences 

for Popper ought to model themselves upon theoretical physics by opposing 

anthropological methods and instead seeing themselves as “theoretical social 

sciences”. Such theoretical social sciences, as can be seen from Popper’s later 

social lectures such as those looked at in Chapter Eight, are nonetheless guided by 

the idealised method of conjectures and refutations. The problem is that such 

theories for Popper’s theoretical social sciences cannot be tested or refuted, which 

resulted in Popper himself saying of such theories that they could not be taken 

seriously. Such theories can only be supported through analogously transferring a 

 As such, the scope of science as the most 

important human activity and institution was expected to enlarge through 

progressive Copernican Revolutions as he perceived was attested to by the 

development of economics as a mathematical science in the early twentieth 

century. There remained for Popper, however, a need to theorise and discuss 

important problems in fields of the humanities that have yet to undergo such a 

scientific revolution such as the social sciences.  

                                                 
4 For Popper’s fin-de-siècle progressivist mentality see: Hacohen, M. Karl Popper, (2000), pp. 50-59. 
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rhetorically similar argument from an altogether different and hopefully scientific 

field to the unfalsifiable theory in the humanities. Popper referred to such a 

process following Kant as a transcendental hypothesis or a transcendental 

criticism. Initially such a method was considered to be avoided when Popper in 

his early years was concerned with the scientific theories of physics, however this 

stance changes as Popper increasingly focused his attention upon fields of 

knowledge that his falsificationist principle was not designed for. 

 It is most likely that his work on The Poverty and The Open Society led to 

a greater appreciation of the usefulness of the transcendental method in creating 

rhetorically useful arguments that may well be illuminating for theories where 

strict falsification, that is refutation by empirical observation is not possible.  

Chapter Eight argued that while Popper’s criticism of the various doctrines from 

inductivism to totalitarianism and historicism owed much of their rhetorical 

effectiveness to a Kantian transcendental criticism, Popper’s ability to posit 

alternative theories through similar transcendental methods proved difficult to 

rationally argue in any way except by an appeal to ethical convictions. The 

support for many of the arguments that Popper posited in the humanities relied 

upon making analogies from unsubstantiated theories that were asserted in 

completely unrelated disciplines or of drawing questionable support by making 

analogies from formal or corroborated empirical theories.  

Even though the methodological formalism of Popper’s philosophy of 

science has suffered much criticism at the hands of Feyerabend, Lakatos and 

others, Popper’s work in the humanities can tell us much more about the methods 

used in the social sciences than has been previously appreciated. After a decade 

since Popper’s death we are still able to gain new methodological insights from 

the consequences of his ambitious ‘solution’ and revision of Kant in Die beiden 
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Grundprobleme der Erkenntnistheorie. By analysing the argumentative features 

of Popper’s theoretical social sciences we can gain important insights into the 

nature of social scientific research which may be of great benefit to political 

philosophers and sociologist alike.  

When Carl Friedrich von Weizsäcker pressed Popper to answer his 

concern that there was in fact a unity to his thought reflective of certain 

similarities that appear to exist between his principle of falsification and his 

political philosophy, Popper was quick to answer in the negative. Weizsäcker’s 

question may have been an important question that has rightly obsessed students 

of Popper’s thought, however, it was a general and hastily delivered question that 

has a tendency to oversimplify Popper’s epistemology and broader world-view. It 

is important to conceive that Popper understood both theoretical problems and the 

world at large as comprising of a hierarchy of structures.  

The clinical precision with which Popper approached any intellectual task 

was made clear by the extent to which he drafted and redrafted his works and the 

honesty with which he presented the epistemological limits of any intellectual 

investigation that he undertook. This thesis has argued that when viewed from the 

broad philosophical perspective, all of Popper’s works can be seen to share 

common features such as a commitment to fallibilism, an anti-essentialism, an 

opposition to fixed and eternal definitions, a negativism and an optimistic 

scepticism. On these points one can easily see a unity between Popper’s work in 

the Logik on falsificationism and his later theorising on open and liberal 

democracies.  

From an argumentative view point there also appear to be technical 

similarities between certain epistemological theories and social theories such as 

his expressed comparison of the epistemological question “How do you know?” 
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with the political question “Who should rule?”5

The very existence of these later works reveals a broadening of Popper’s 

philosophy from its origins as a neo-Kantian epistemology tainted by positivism, 

resulting from a methodological change of stance. This change of stance 

concerned the realisation of the possibility for critical argumentation for methods 

expressly contravening the principle of falsification and the limits of scientific 

research. This unpinning of the limits of arguability from the limits of science 

may seem to be a return to a trivial matter of common sense and perhaps it was. 

However, the important point was that Popper’s falsificationist method stood, and 

the logical (that is the logical possibility of falsification stipulating the existence 

of at least one potential falsifier), and procedural (that is the practical way a 

scientist should aim to go about creating a falsifiable hypothesis via the use of ad 

hoc hypotheses) changes as a result of criticisms at the logical level did not alter 

his faith in this method. Popper’s later works, for example his social and 

ontological works were then written in a way that reflects a self-consciousness of 

its own non-falsifiable status.  

 The comparison of individualism 

in methodology and in ethics and trial and error in art and science are also 

noteworthy. Such philosophical comparisons reveal a subtle evolution in Popper’s 

writing between his early work which attempted to outline the limits of science 

and of arguability as exemplified by Die beiden Grundprobleme and the Logik 

and his works dating from The Poverty and after. These later works do not give up 

this earlier and clearly epistemological task, but add to it an exploration of various 

intellectual problems that can be explored in light of such an understanding of the 

limits of science and of arguability. It is within these later works that is included 

the writings that pose such above mentioned comparisons.  

                                                 
5 Miller, D. Out of Error, (2006), p. 31. Also see: Watkins, J. “A whiff of Hegel in The Open 

Society?”, in Popper's Open Society After Fifty Years, (1999), p. 97. 
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Further, Popper’s oeuvre, when we include such works as Die beiden 

Grundprobleme and the Logik, is non-falsifiable due to its reliance upon what 

Popper himself had characterised as transcendental criticisms. Popper was aware 

of this in his assertion that the theory of falsification cannot be falsified; it is 

irrefutable. However the concept of irrefutability in Popper’s thought after he 

revised his stance on the limits of arguability and the usefulness of the 

transcendental criticism went from being solely preoccupied with undesirable 

modes of argumentation associated with the theories of Marx, Adler and Freud, to 

describe positive and optimistic attempts at rational theory building. Popper’s 

oeuvre, as expected of a philosopher, comprised theories that were not in the 

strictest sense falsifiable. The methods and arguments he used to support his 

hypotheses support this as they abound in transcendental arguments and 

criticisms, that is, taking a theory from a given empirical or analytical discipline 

that he became familiar with and applying it in new and untestable ways in 

disciplines far removed from the original context. This procedure was best 

described by David Miller who stated that “Popper was an implacable 

cannibalizer” in relation to his ability to create new arguments out of his old 

material.6

                                                 
6 Miller, D. Out of Error, (2006), p. 34. 

 In this way, by analysing the procedures that Popper actually used in 

his written works as distinguished from an analysis of the content being argued, 

we can observe the extent to which the gap exists between Popper’s 

understanding of the limits of scientific methodology (as stipulated by 

falsification) and his understanding of what kinds of problems and theories can be 

effectively argued. We can observe how this gap grew to include political theories 

and later ontological ones. There remained however, a gaping hole where a 

systemised account of his ethics ought to have been, as well as a near absence of a 
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thought provoking discussion of religion not centered upon unmasking its evil 

tribal or authoritarian core, or a discussion on aesthetics not concerned with 

comparing the processes of creation to that of trial and error elimination.  

By analysing Popper’s work from the perspective of both the content of 

his arguments as well as the methods used in creating them and the way both have 

evolved we can see that from a broader philosophical perspective, Tarski’s paper 

on the theory of truth does have something to offer. The content of Popper’s 

arguments, his refutation of totalitarianism or his World 3 thesis can be seen to 

belong to a level analogous to Tarski’s object-language. His method of 

transcendental criticism and use of analogies are best viewed at a meta-level akin 

to Tarski’s meta-language. Although I have used Tarski in this explanation as a 

rough guide it nonetheless succinctly explains the distinctions involved in the 

process of investigating the changing methodological stance regarding 

transcendental criticisms and its impact upon the content of his writing. As to why 

there is a lack of a systematic philosophy of ethics or religion in Popper’s 

writings, this dilemma can be answered if we understand his theory of World 3 as 

a kind of personal religion and his critical rationalism as fundamentally ethical. 

This thesis has put forward the need to view Popper’s thought in its 

entirety. It has shown that our interpretation of certain Popperian theories such as 

his World 3 or falsificationism require a familarisation with his early work. This 

point should not surprise anyone familiar with the recent scholarship by Petersen, 

Ter Hark, Wettersten and Hacohen which have been used throughout this thesis. 

Knowing that there are connections between his more famous theories and his 

lesser known early arguments is one thing, finding them is another. This thesis 

has sought to uncover hitherto unacknowledged or underexposed trains of 

development throughout Popper’s life’s work that have only sporadically 
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appeared, often in seemingly unrelated guises throughout his work. Such trains of 

arguments concern his understanding of the relation between human knowledge 

and truth, the nature of transcendental criticisms and the limits of human reason 

and the ontological complexity of objects and reality for human experience. Those 

strands or themes and others relating to them become clear as I have shown when 

the totality of Popper’s work is viewed alongside less formal writings such as his 

letters and lectures. Such informal works often provided explanations and 

connections that Popper was not willing to assert in his more formal academic 

writing. What we find from all of this is that the methodology that Popper used 

played a large part in determining what Popper believed was reasonable to treat in 

a critical scholarly manner.  

As his philosophical attitude towards certain theoretical arguments in his 

method changed, such as his understanding of arguability and transcendental 

criticism, so to did the content of his writing and his intellectual interests change. 

The restrictions that Popper placed upon his writings in lieu of what he deemed 

reasonable, or knowable, or responsible resulting form his understanding of 

methodological procedures have been pointed out in this thesis. These restrictions 

included an unwillingness to deal with religion or ethics systematically, limiting 

art theory to an extension of the method of trial and error elimination. It also 

resulted in a reliance in his later political and social though upon the theories of 

science and linguistics that was so heavy that attempting to demarcate his political 

from his scientific thought becomes highly contentious, particularly in regard to 

such works as The Place of Mind in Nature.  

As a result this thesis argues that scholarship on Popper’s later works 

deserves greater attention and that for such works to be fully appreciated they 

must be read in relation to the formative theories to which Popper returned to later 
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in life (if indeed he ever abandoned them). This thesis suggests the need to give 

greater attention to aspects of Popper’s thought, particularly, the way Popper 

related the linguistic theories of Tarski to those of Bühler, the way particular 

aspects of his thought are indebted to other Kantian thinkers such as Kraft, Lötze, 

Frege and Kant himself. Popper’s understanding of Kant’s Transcendental 

Doctrine of Method has not only been an underappreciated aspect of Popper’s 

thought but also raises new questions about the applicability of Kant and his 

Transcendental Doctrine of Method in contemporary philosophy.  
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