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The Nature of Some of Our Physical Concepts. P. W, BRIDGMA&.
N. Y.: Philosophical Library [1952]. 64 pp. $2.75.

This little book is a reprint of three lectures delivered by the .
author at the University of London in 1950 and later published
in the January, April, and August, 1951, issues of the British
Journal for the Philosophy of Science. Those familiar with the

" author’s Logic of Modern Physics will be gratified to find in the
first lecture a more careful and articulate analysis of certain con-
cepts than is to be found in the earlier work: particularly, the
concepts of a field, of empty space, and of light. The second_ and

- third lectures are concerned with detailed analysis of some con-

cepts in -classical thermodynamics and the macroscopic theory of ~

electrical currents in massive conductors.

Professor Bridgman’s general aim is to show how intimate is '
the interrelation between the instrumental and ‘‘mental’’ opera- .
tions involved in the definition of physical concepts. By ‘‘mental
operations’’ he means mathematical manipulations or paper-and-
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pencil operations, verbal demands, and idealized experiments.
-The various remarks the author makes on this general topic in
connection with his particular examples of analysis are suggestive
and illuminating : for instance, the discussion of the first law of
thermodynamiecs and the localization of energy. The full de-
scription of some relatively intricate experiments is a welcome
corrective to the tendency of philosophers to talk forever about
the same simple examples. The discussion of thermo-electric cur-
rents illustrates how mueh remains to be done by professional
philosophers who desire to analyze in adequate detail the empirical
import of the concepts of physies. _

On the other hand, the author is vague or yacillating on pre-
cisely those questions which most interest philosophers. Why is it
necessary to introduce subjective notions in connection with
“mental’’ operations? For instance, how would one seriously
characterize a ‘‘conceivable mental experiment’’ or a ‘‘verbal de-
mand’’? Exactly how is the class of instrumental operations to
be delimited? Thus, the author wavers on the question of afford-
ing “full instrumental status’’ to concepts dealing with phe-
nomena -inside a solid body, such as heat absorption or tempera-
ture differences. Of course, it may be said in defense of the author
that those philosophers (Carnap, Goodman, etc.) who have at-
tempted a precise treatment of such -epistemological and methodo- .
logical questions have as yet obtained only meager results from
the standpoint of physiecs. . .

Perhaps the largest gap is the absence of any attempt to char-
acterize the formal structure of the physical concepts under dis-
‘cussion. This formal task ecalls for an axiomatic analysis of
various branches of physies, and is, no doubt, a problem separate
from the author’s main concerns. However, the author does not
seem to be sufficiently aware of the need for such axiomatization to
complement and complete his own experimentally oriented studies.
In the reviewer’s opinion, such concepts as that of empty space or
action at a distance lose much of their puzzling character when -
physical theory is developed axiomatically.
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