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THE PHILOSOPHY OF PHYSICS'

By Dr. W. V. HOUSTON
CALIFORNIA INSTITUTE OF TECHENOLOGY

In appearing here to speak on the philosophy of

physics I am in a rather dangerous position. Those of
you who are philosophers will want to know by what
right I speak on such a subjeet without having mas-
tered the classical philosophies and without knowing
the various ‘traditional answers which have been given
to the problems I shall discuss. On the other hand,
physicists will accuse me of having left the austere and
narrow path of physies to wander aimlessly, or at least
uselessly, among the byways of philosophical verbiage.
For most physicists have a traditional mistrust of phi-
losophy. A definition of philosophy which usually
provokes much self-satisfied mirth among physieists is
as follows: Philosophy is the systematic misuse of a
terminology especially invented for the purpose.

- Yet in spite of this state of mind, the rapid changes

1 An address delivered in a series on ¢‘Outlooks in Phi-
losophy’’ at the California Institute of Technology.

in the concepts with which physics deals have almost

. forced some consideration by physicists of problems

which were formerly regarded as belonging to the ex-
clusive domain of philosophers. This consideration
has been in the light of experimental results and be-
cause of this fact may be of value to the philosophers
themselves. As a variation on the proverb that “Truth
is stranger than fiction,” may I suggest that experiment
reveals stranger things than man’s imagination has
ever invented. Possibly some of the new results of
experimental physics may reveal new aspects of old
philosophical problems. Hence I propose to describe
not so much any one unified philosophy of physics as
a series of results of physies which I believe may have
some bearing on philosophical problems.

One of the problems which has occupied the minds
of philosophers is concerned with the nature of exist-
ence. Does there exist a material world, and can any-
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-~ Four McGraw-Hill Books

Eastman’s—Fundamentals of Vacuum Tubes

By Avustin V. EAstMAN, University of Washington. - 437 pages, $4.00

In this elementary but thorough engineering analysis of vacuum tubes the author seeks to steer a
middle course between the purely descriptive text on the one hand and the highly mathematical on
the other. The book discusses at length the principal types of vacuum tubes—high vacuum tubes,
mercury-vapor tubes, photo tubes, and several special varieties. The laws underlying each are fully
treated, and engineering analyses of the more important applications are presented. ‘

Hi/l’s—Economic Botany
By Aupert F. Hinr, Harvard University. In press—ready in June

This new book presents a clear, simple, and interesting account of the more important useful plants
and plant products of the world from the standpoint of their history, cultivation, preparation, and
_utilization. The author emphasizes the influence which plants have had on history and civilization,
and their importance in the everyday life of mankind.

Trewartha’s—An Introduction to Weather and Climate

By GLex~N T. TREWARTHA, University of Wisconsin. McGraw-Hill Series in Geography.
~ In press—ready i May

The purpose of this book is to meet the need for a brief introductory text covering the field of
weather and climate. It is written from a climatic rather than a meteorological point of view and
is designed to provide an outline for a general introductory course on the atmosphere. A distinctive
feature of the book is the fact that it combines in one volume the physical and regional elements of
climate. Another feature is the recognition made of the new methods of weather analysis by air-mass
methods. The inclusion of bibliographic outlines at the end of each chapter in Part I is also
noteworthy. :

The Measurement of Radiant Energy

Edited by W. E. ForsyTHE, Incandescent Lamp Department, General Electric Company.
436 pages, $5.00

This important new book is published under the sponsorship of the National Research Council. In
the volume twenty-one specialists, each an expert in his particular field, discuss the fundamental
concepts of radiation and radiation laws and explain their action and use. Types of sources,
methods of operation and their radiation characteristics are given ; the various methods of analyzing
the radiation into wavelength intervals suitable for measuring are described ; the use of non-selective
measuring instruments which includes bolometers, radiometers, and thermopiles are dealt with in
detail. There are also thorough treatments of the selective measuring devices which include photo-
graphic methods, photoelectric cell and photronic cells.

Send for copies on approval



