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I must first indicate what is meant by the phrase ‘Category-mistake’. This I do in a series of 

illustrations 

 

A foreigner visiting Oxford or Cambridge for the first time is shown a number of colleges, 

libraries, playing fields, museums, scientific departments and administrative offices. He then 

asks ‘But where is the University? I have seen where the members of the Colleges live, 

where the Registrar works, where the scientists experiment and the rest. But I have not yet 

seen the University in which reside and work the members of your University.’ It has then to 

be explained to him that the University is not another collateral institution, some ulterior 

counterpart to the colleges, laboratories and offices which he has seen. The University is just 

the way in which all that he has already seen is organized. When they are seen and when 

their co-ordination is understood, the University has been seen. His mistake lay in his 

innocent assumption that it was correct to speak of Christ Church, the Bodleian Library, the 

Ashmolean Museum and the University, to speak, that is, as if ‘the University’ stood for an 

extra member of the class of which these other units are members. He was mistakenly 

allocating the University to the same category as that to which the other institutions belong. 

 

The same mistake would be made by a child witnessing the march-past of a division, who, 

having had pointed out to him such and such battalions, batteries, squadrons, etc., asked 

when the division was going to appear. He would be supposing that a division was a 

counterpart to the units already seen, partly similar to them and partly unlike them. He 

would be shown his mistake by being told that in watching the battalions, batteries and 

squadrons marching past he had been watching the division marching past. The march-past 

was not a parade of battalions, batteries, squadrons and a division; it was a parade of the 

battalions, batteries and squadrons of a division. 

 

Gilbert Ryle (1900-1976), The Concept of Mind, 1949, chapter 1.  

 


