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METEMPIRICAL

Primary Disciplinary Field(s): Philosophy (Epistemology, Philosophy of Science), Psychology

1. Core Definition and Distinction

The term metempirical denotes knowledge or phenomena that fundamentally transcend the
boundaries of sensory observation, experience, and experimental verification. In epistemological
terms, a metempirical claim cannot be subjected to the rigorous testing protocols of the scientific
method because its content lies beyond the realm accessible by empirical data gathering. This
distinction is critical in delineating the scope of science from that of metaphysics or speculative
philosophy. While empirical knowledge is founded upon observable evidence derived from the
senses, metempirical knowledge concerns objects or concepts that are inherently non-sensory or
are situated outside the possibility of physical manifestation or measurement.

A key aspect of the metempirical definition is the impossibility of falsification or verification through
experience, making it distinct from hypotheses that are merely difficult to test, or those concerning
hidden variables that might eventually be detected. Instead, metempirical concepts--such as
certain interpretations of ultimate reality, the existence of non-physical entities, or specific claims
about the nature of consciousness--are structurally resistant to empirical evaluation. This
resistance places them firmly outside the domain where consensus can be achieved based on
repeatable, shared observation, forcing them into the realm of reasoned belief or pure rational
speculation.

The concept serves as a crucial boundary marker in debates surrounding the proper limits of
scientific inquiry. By labeling certain propositions as metempirical, philosophers of science signal
that while these propositions may hold philosophical or personal significance, they cannot claim the
epistemological certainty or methodological rigor associated with established science.
Understanding the metempirical boundary is essential for analyzing philosophical systems, as it
helps identify where an argument shifts from a claim about the observable world to a claim about
the non-observable, necessitating a different set of justification standards than those employed in
physics, biology, or psychology.

2. Historical Context: George Henry Lewes

The concept of the metempirical was first systematically articulated and utilized by the prominent
British writer, critic, and philosopher George Henry Lewes (1817-1878). Lewes, a highly influential

figure in Victorian intellectual life--known especially for his relationship with the novelist George
Eliot and his pioneering work in psychology and physiology--sought to clearly define the
parameters of scientific knowledge in an era heavily influenced by Positivism. His work aimed to
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separate genuine, productive scientific inquiry from speculative metaphysics that he viewed as
sterile or fruitless.

Lewes introduced the term to categorize knowledge that, due to its inherent nature, could not be
verified by experience and, consequently, could not be established using the conventional methods
of science, such as experimentation, observation, and logical induction from data. His philosophical
stance, deeply rooted in empirical observation and scientific realism, necessitated a term to
precisely describe those traditional philosophical concerns--like the nature of God, the immortal
soul, or absolute being--that he felt were fundamentally inaccessible to human sensory and
intellectual faculties focused on the material world. For Lewes, acknowledging the existence of the
metempirical was less about denying metaphysical reality entirely and more about establishing a
methodological hygiene for science, ensuring that researchers did not waste effort pursuing
guestions that could not, by definition, yield empirical answers.

In his extensive writings, particularly in works concerning the scope of philosophy and the
limitations of human knowledge, Lewes positioned the metempirical not merely as currently
unverified, but as perpetually unverifiable. This precise definition allowed him to critique prevailing
philosophical trends that he believed overstepped their bounds, proposing answers to questions
that lay logically outside the realm of possible human verification. Lewes's formulation of the term
thus served as a foundational tool for early philosophy of science, providing a clear demarcation
criterion between scientifically valid propositions and purely speculative ones.

3. Metempirical Knowledge vs. A Priori and Transcendental Knowledge

While the metempirical deals with knowledge that is beyond the reach of experience, it must be
carefully distinguished from other categories of non-empirical knowledge, notably the *a priori* and
the *transcendental*. A priori knowledge, exemplified by mathematics or logic (e.g., $2+2=4$ or "all
bachelors are unmarried"), is knowledge justified independently of experience. Crucially, a priori
truths often concern the necessary structure of thought or language, and while non-empirical, they
are often considered verifiable through rational introspection or logical consistency. The
metempirical, conversely, refers to claims about reality or existence that are not only non-empirical
but also often resist conclusive logical proof or consensus due to their content being outside any
possible system of sensory grounding.

Furthermore, the metempirical differs from the transcendental, as understood in Kantian

philosophy. Transcendental knowledge concerns the necessary conditions for the possibility of
experience itself--the fundamental frameworks (such as space, time, and causality) that structure
our ability to perceive and organize empirical data. These conditions, while not empirical
observations themselves, are essential for making empirical knowledge coherent. Metempirical
claims, by contrast, address content that operates outside or independently of these necessary
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structuring conditions. A transcendental argument seeks to explain *how* we experience the world;
a metempirical claim posits something *about* the world that is fundamentally inaccessible to that
experience.

The differentiation highlights the extreme nature of the metempirical boundary. Knowledge that is
a priori is logically necessary; knowledge that is transcendental is constitutively necessary for
experience. Metempirical knowledge, however, is neither logically derived from axioms nor
necessary for experience; it is typically inferred, posited, or accepted on faith concerning matters
that lie in the absolute void beyond the scope of sensory confirmation. This distinction underscores
why Lewes and subsequent empiricists viewed metempirical inquiries with suspicion regarding
their epistemic status, often classifying them as highly speculative and philosophically intractable.

4. The Problem of Verification and Scientific Methodology

The primary challenge posed by the metempirical category lies in its confrontation with the
principle of verification, a cornerstone of modern scientific methodology. The scientific method
relies fundamentally on the capacity for hypotheses to generate testable, observable predictions. If
a claim is metempirical, it violates this central requirement: there is no conceivable experiment, no
potential observation, and no measurable data point that could definitively prove or disprove the
claim. This inherent lack of verifiability (and falsifiability) renders the claim scientifically sterile.

In the 20th century, the Logical Positivists formalized this critique, arguing that statements lacking
empirical verification or falsification were not merely untrue or unprovable, but were literally
cognitively meaningless--they did not convey information about the world. While the strict
verification principle has faced significant philosophical challenges since its inception, the
fundamental exclusion of metempirical claims remains vital to empirical fields. For instance, the
scientific study of psychology demands observable behaviors, neural correlates, or measurable
cognitive outputs; hypotheses regarding an unobservable, non-interactive "pure consciousness"
that exists entirely outside these physical parameters would be deemed metempirical and thus
outside the bounds of psychological science.

The insistence on empirical grounding is not simply an arbitrary rule, but a defense mechanism
against unfettered speculation. By demanding that all knowledge established by science must be
open to public scrutiny, measurement, and replication, the scientific community maintains
objectivity and rigor. The metempirical therefore stands as a philosophical warning sign, indicating
where discussions transition from descriptive or predictive statements about nature to prescriptive
or metaphysical assumptions that must be justified through non-scientific means, such as internal
consistency, moral intuition, or theological argument.
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5. Application in Psychology and the Mind-Body Problem

In the disciplinary context of psychology, the concept of the metempirical frequently arises when
discussing the perennial mind-body problem and the nature of subjective experience. While

modern psychological and neuroscientific inquiry focuses heavily on measurable physical
correlates (brain states, neural activity, behavioral responses), certain phenomena--particularly the
qualitative nature of subjective experience, often called *qualia*--can push the limits of empirical
measurement, leading to metempirical considerations.

For example, a purely dualistic interpretation of the mind--where the mind is an entirely separate,
non-physical substance that interacts with the brain but is not reducible to it--often entails
metempirical claims. If the mind substance is posited to be completely non-material and
undetectable by any physical means (fMRI, EEG, etc.), then any specific claims about its internal
workings or existence are metempirical. Science can study the brain activity associated with feeling
pain, but the subjective *feeling* of pain itself (the 'what-it-is-like') remains difficult, if not
impossible, to capture using exclusively physical metrics, suggesting a potential metempirical gap
that challenges strict physical reductionism.

Behaviorism and later cognitive science largely sought to circumvent or eliminate these
metempirical debates by focusing solely on observable inputs and outputs, or by treating mental
states as functional states of a physical system. However, debates persist among philosophers of
mind who argue that entirely reducing consciousness to physical processes ignores the irreducible
qualitative aspect. The metempirical serves as a label for those arguments concerning subjective
reality that rely on appeals to intrinsic awareness or non-physical interaction mechanisms that defy
empirical grounding, thereby defining the boundary between neuroscientific investigation and
philosophical inquiry into the nature of being.

6. Characteristics of Metempirical Claims

Metempirical claims possess several distinguishing characteristics that set them apart from both
empirical scientific statements and verifiable logical truths. First and foremost, they exhibit Non-
Verifiability by Experience. This is the definitional core; no amount of sensory input, observation,
or experimentation can confirm or refute the claim. This is a structural limitation, not a temporary
technical hurdle. The claim concerns something that operates outside the known laws or
accessibility of the physical world.

Secondly, metempirical assertions are typically characterized by Conceptual Independence from
Sensory Data. Unlike empirical concepts (e.g., mass, velocity, density), which are defined by their
relation to measurable phenomena, metempirical concepts (e.g., pure spirit, absolute Goodness,
non-spatial existence) are defined purely through rational stipulation or metaphysical inference.
Their meaning does not derive from or depend upon their manifestation in the observable world.
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This often leads to ambiguity, as external criteria cannot be used to stabilize or refine their
definitions.

Finally, metempirical knowledge often relies heavily on Internal Consistency and Speculation
rather than predictive power. While scientists value theories that predict novel observations,
metempirical propositions are valued for their ability to provide comprehensive explanations for
metaphysical or existential questions, often integrating disparate philosophical beliefs into a
cohesive, non-testable worldview. Their justification relies on philosophical arguments for
coherence and completeness within a specific system, rather than confirmation against external,
shared reality.

7. Philosophical Debates and Relationship to Positivism

The definition and status of the metempirical concept are inextricably linked to the philosophical
debates surrounding Positivism and its modern successor, Logical Empiricism. Positivists,
following figures like Auguste Comte and later George Henry Lewes, argued strongly for limiting
knowledge claims exclusively to the empirical realm. For them, metempirical inquiries were relics of
a pre-scientific age, representing intellectual efforts that were inherently doomed to fail because
they pursued guestions outside the limits of human cognitive capacity to verify.

The Positivist critique is severe: to admit metempirical claims into serious intellectual discussion is
to risk blurring the lines between rigorously established fact and unwarranted speculation. They
viewed the elimination of metempirical concerns as essential for the maturation of philosophy and
science, leading to the famous philosophical project of "eliminative materialism" in some later
traditions. This perspective maintains that any talk of non-physical entities or non-measurable
forces is fundamentally confusing and should be discarded in favor of purely physical, testable
descriptions of reality.

However, critics of strict Positivism argue that dismissing all metempirical concepts is overly
reductionist and limits the scope of human inquiry. Idealists and metaphysicians contend that the
empirical world is only one aspect of reality, and that crucial truths concerning ethics, aesthetics,
and ultimate meaning necessarily reside in a non-empirical, potentially metempirical realm. These
critics argue that confining human knowledge to what is merely measurable impoverishes
understanding and ignores the profound, subjective dimensions of human existence that defy
objective quantification. The debate over the metempirical thus encapsulates the enduring
philosophical tension between those who prioritize verifiable data and those who prioritize
comprehensive metaphysical explanation.

Further Reading

George Henry Lewes (Wikipedia Entry)
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