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ON META-LANGUAGE WITHIN THE VIENNA CIRCLE
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Dewi Trebaul - PhD In his foreword to the Philosophical papers by Hans Hahn, Karl
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University of Bordeaux bility to speak about language within the Vienna Circle in the early
Montaigne. 1930’s. He then adds: “Waismann proclaimed that one could not
Domaine Universitaire, speak about language. Hahn took strong exception to this view.
19 esplanade des Antilles, Why should one not - if perhaps in a higher-level language -
33607 Pessac, France. speak about language? To which Waismann replied essentially
Member of the research team that this would not fit into the texture of Wittgenstein's latest
Plurielles/Ciramec; ideas.”! Thanks to the publication of the protocols of the Vienna
e-mail: dtrebaul@gmail.com Circle by Friedrich Stadler in his book The Vienna Circle - Studies

in the origins, development and influence of logical empiricism,
we have access to some discussions within the circle in the years
1930 and 1931, that allow us a partial reconstruction of the con-
troversy. In these minutes we attend a very lively discussion
on the topic of ‘talking about language’. We would like to make
more explicit the tenets of this controversy, starting from the dis-
cussions within the circle. We will then focus on the evolution
of the positions of different members of the Circle, that reflect
different attitudes towards this problem, that are expounded
in articles published until 1936. Although its members strived
to stay the closest, they could to the landmarks laid down by
the Tractatus logico-philosophicus, some of its members broke
with them in many respects. The need to admit the possibility
of talking theoretically about language became more pressing
as the works of Tarski and Godel began to exert an influence
on the researches of its members. Two options emerged: talking
about a language in another language (Hahn) or in the same lan-
guage (Carnap). Hahn's positions, despite their originality, stand
close to those of Carnap, who presents in 1931 his meta-logical
project. Disagreements with Waismann occured frequently. Neu-
rath remained skeptical about such a development that could,
according to him, lead back to metaphysical considerations.
The protocols by Rosa Rand give us precious insights on the
premises of this debate, symptomatic of the diversity of the posi-
tions and of the fruitfulness of the exchanges within the Vienna
Circle at that time. However, this debate takes place in a broader
setting, namely the discussion of the status of philosophical state-
ments once the rejection of metaphysics is accomplished. The an-
swers provided reflect strong dissenting currents within the circle.
For Neurath, to conceive of philosophy as providing elucidations is
mistaken. Science shall take the form of an encyclopedia, that con-
tains heterogeneous discourses - exact formulated sentences, as
well as pieces of ordinary language - and is taken in a dynamic
process. No discourse outside science can be accepted. For Schlick

1 Karl Menger, Introduction to Empiricism, Logic and Mathematics — Philosophical pa-

pers by Hans Hahn.
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and Waismann, there is still room for philosophy as providing
elucidations about language. For Carnap, the aim is to attain a
logically suitable language for science; discussions in a natural
language have only a provisional role, in order to attain an ade-
quate language, in which the logic of science can be formulated.

Keywords: metalogic, elucidation, Vienna Circle, Wittgenstein, Carnap
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N3 ANCKYCCUN O METAASBIKE

BHYTPU BEHCKOI'O KPY)XXKA B HAYATE 1930-X I'T.
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B npeaucnosum k «®unocopcknm ctatbsiM» laHca XaHa Kapn
MeHrep ynoMmHaeT cnop 0 BO3MOXHOCTU UIN HEBO3MOXXHOCTU
roBOpUTb O A3blKe BHYTPW BeHckoro Kpyxka B Havane 1930-x rr.
3aTeM OH fo6aBnsieT: «BailcMaHH 3asBWJ, YTO HENb3sl FOBOPUTb
0 A3blKe. XaH KaTeropuyeckun Bo3parkas NPOTMB 3TOWM TOYKMU 3pe-
Hus. MoyeMy Henb3s - XOTs 6bl Ha sA3blke 6onee BbICOKOro YpoB-
HS - TOBOPUTBL O A3blke? Ha 4To BelicMaHH Mo CyLiecTBy OTBETU,
YTO 3TO He BMWCLIBAETCA B CTPYKTYpy HOBEUWWX uAaen Butre-
wrerHa». bnarogaps nybankaumMm npoTokonoB BEHCKOro Kpy»ka
®puapuxom LLitagnepom B ero kHure «BeHckuin Kpyxok - Uc-
CNnefoBaHUA UCTOKOB, PasBUTUA WU BAMSHUSA JIOTMYECKOTO 3MMU-
pu3sMa», Mbl UMeeM [OCTYN K HEKOTOPbIM AUCKYCCUMAM BHYTPU
Kpy>XKa B 1930 n 1931 rr., KOTOpbI€ MO3BOAAIOT HaM YaCTUYHO pe-
KOHCTPYMpPOBaTb NoNeMUKy. Ceryac Mbl BCTYNaeM B OYEHb OXMB-
NIEHHYI0 JMCKYCCUIO Ha TEMY «PasroBOPOB O A3blKe». Mbl xoTenn
6bl 6onee YeTKo 0603HAYUTL OCHOBHbIE MONIOXKEHMS 3TOI none-
MUKW, HauMHas C AUCKYCCUMA BHYTPU KpyXXKa. [lanee Mbl ocTa-
HOBMMCSl Ha 3BOJIIOLMM MO3ULMIA Pa3HbIX YIEHOB KPYXKa, oTpa-
YKAOLWMX Pa3IMYHOE OTHOLLEHME K 3TOM NpobiemMe, N3NOXKEHHDBIX
B CTATbsX, ONY6/AMKOBaHHbIX A0 1936 . XOTs €ro YaeHbl CTpeMn-
JIUCb OCTaBaTbCS KaK MOXHO G/IMKe K OpUEeHTUPaM, YCTaHOBJIEH-
HbIM «JlorMKo-punIocoGCKUM TPaKTaTOM», HEKOTOPbIE U3 €ro Ye-
HOB Pa3oLLANCL C HUMW BO MHOTUX OTHOLLEHMsX. HeobxoammocTb
Npu3HaTb BO3MOXHOCTb TEOPETUYECKM FOBOPUTL O A3blKe CTana
6osiee HacyLHOM, NOCKONAbKY paboTbl Tapckoro u [éaens Havanm
OKa3bIBaTb BAMAHME HA UCCIEA0BaHUSA €ro YieHoB. Bo3Huk10 aBa
BapuaHTa: roBOPUTb O A3bIKE Ha APYrom s3blke (XaH) mau xe
Ha TOM e s3blke (KapHan). Mo3unumm XaHa, HeCMOTpsl Ha UX Opu-
rMHaNbHOCTb, 6/M3KM K Mo3uuusaM KapHana, npeactaBuBLUENO
B 1931 r. CBOM MeTanornyeckuin npoekt. PasHornacus ¢ Baiicma-
HOM BO3HWMKa/NM 4acTo. HerpaT no-npexHeMy CKenTUYEeCKU OT-
HOCUJICS K TAaKOMY Pa3BUTUIO COBBITUIA, KOTOPOE, MO €r0 MHEHMUIO,
MOII0 MPUBECTU Hasag, K MeTadU3nYeCKUM COOBpaXKeHUAM.
MpoTokonbl Po3bl PaHA AalOT HaM LieHHY MHPOopMaLMIo O Npea-
NocblIKax 3TUX fe6aToB, KOTOpas CBUAETENLCTBYET O pa3HOO6pa-
3MM NO3MUMIA U NAOAOTBOPHOCTM OOGMEHOB BHYTpU BeHckoro
Kpy>Ka B To BpeMs. OfHaKo 3Tn aebatbl BaxkHbl U B bonee wm-
POKOM KOHTEKCTE, a UMEHHO B CBA3M C 0b6CyXaeHueM cTaTtyca
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dnnocodCcKmx yTBEPXKAEHUIN NoCae 3aBepLUeHMst OTKasa oT MeTa-
du3mnKu. MpeacTaBaeHHblE OTBETbI OTPAXKAIOT CUJIbHbIE pa3HOrIa-
cusl BHYTPU Kpy»KKa. Mo MHeHuto HelpaTa, paccMaTtpuBaTb duio-
COOMI0 KaK UCTOYHMK PasbsiCHEHMI OWMBOYHO. HayKa Ao/KHa
NPUHATL GOPMY SHUMKIOMNEANM, COAEPIKALLYHO PAa3HOPOAHblE AMC-
KYpCbl — TO4YHO CHOPMYNPOBAHHbIE NPESJIOKEHUS, a TaKXKe 3/e-
MeHTbl 06bIAEHHOrO S3blKa - U paccMaTpPMBAEMYIO B AMHaMu4ye-
CKOM npougecce. HMKAKOM OMCKYPC BHE HayKM He MOXET 6biTb
npuHAT. Mo MHeHuto LLnnka u BaiicmMaHa, BCe elle ocTaeTcs mMe-
cT0 gns dunocodumn Kak cpencrea obbscHEHUs s3bika. o MHe-
HUt0 KapHana, uefb COCTOUT B TOM, YTOGbl CO34aTb JIOrMYECKU
NOAXOASALMIA A3bIK HAYKU; ANCKYCCUM HA ECTECTBEHHOM 53bIKE Ur-
paloT NINLLb BPEMEHHYIO POJib 4151 AOCTUXKEHMUS aflEKBATHOIO A3bl-
Ka, Ha KOTOPOM MOXKET 6bITb CHOPMYIMPOBaHA JIOTUKA HAYKMU.

KntoyeBbie cloBa: MeTanormka, pasbscHeHue, BeHCKUIA KpyXXOK, BuUT-
reHwTelnH, KapHan

1. This article should be read as an attempt to put light on inner debates
in the Vienna Circle in the early 1930’s. Central in this period are Wais-
mann’s Thesen and Carnap’s preparatory works for the Logical syntax
of language, that are discussed extensively within the Circle. Our lens
will be the alleged disagreements concerning the new direction taken
at that time by logic, what could be called the “meta-logical turn”. This
shift of methods and purpose within logic was initiated by Hilbert, Tarski
and Godel. It exerted a strong influence on the Vienna Circle, especially
on Carnap, who held in June 1931 his first exposition on meta-logic
within the circle. In the previous year, the Thesen by Waismann, that
present a renewed version of wittgensteinian thesis from the Tractatus
logico-philosophicus are discussed thoroughly during many meetings.
They are the upshot of discussions that began in 1929 between Wittgen-
stein, Schlick and Waismann. From 1929 until 1932, Wittgenstein met
regularly Schlick and Waismann; Wittgenstein’s “new ideas” had a strong
though only indirect influence on the discussions within the circle: Wais-
mann’s theses, that represent an attempt to adapt some central stances
of the Tractatus to Wittgenstein’s new insights, were discussed inten-
sively in 1931.

The dynamic of the Vienna Circle at the various stages of its evo-
lution implied controversies that took place in informal discussions or
in published articles: a paramount example of it is the protocol sentences
debate between Carnap, Schlick and Neurath. We will therefore try to put
forward the controversy about the possibility of talking theoretically
about language in the broader context of the different debates animat-
ing the Circle in the early 1930’s. What are these debates? Prominently
the search for an elementary basis for a constructional system of science,
the protocol sentence debate and the question of the justification of syn-
tax. The question of the legitimacy of a metalanguage is connected with
this later debate and embedded in a broader discussion on the relationship
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between the “given” and the syntax: has the “given” already a structure or
is it ascribed to it by the syntax?

The minutes taken by Rosa Rand and edited by Friedrich Stadler
give us precious insights in the inner discussions and the debate practice
within the circle, from the end of 1930 to the summer of 1931.

The thesis that there is only one language has, according to the uni-
versalist conception, for a consequence that one cannot talk about lan-
guage taken as a whole. It is however important to keep in mind that this
thesis is seldom argued for in isolation. In the protocols at our disposal,
we see this topic intertwining with others, that can be mentioned through
the following questions: Can a syntax be justified or is it arbitrary? Has
the “given” a definite structure? What form shall the elementary sen-
tences take? Because of this intertwining, we will not seek to study the
debate on the possibility of meta-logic and meta-languages in isolation,
but will rather follow its ramifications and conceptual presuppositions
in other debated questions contemporary to it.

Among the diverse controversies in which the members of the Vi-
enna Circle engaged, the debate on the possibility of speaking theoreti-
cally about language occupies a particular place. Its roots lie in the de-
tailed discussion of the Tractatus logico-philosophicus that the Circle
undertook in 1926-1927. The publication of The logical structure of
the world by Carnap in 1928 made the possibility of different language
levels more acute, as it distinguished between the constructional level and
the psychological level. There was no unified reception of this work by
the Viennese, despite or thanks to the detailed collective reading they un-
dertook. This diversity of reception has to do with the diversity of projects.
However, a common vocabulary was shared and general positions were
accepted, like the rejection of metaphysics and the search for a unified
science. As Carnap puts it in his intellectual autobiography:“there was
a common basic attitude and the common aim of developing a sound and
exact method in philosophy” [Schilpp, 1963, p. 1].

Our intention here is not to assess the correctness of the interpretation
of Wittgenstein’s positions by the members of the Circle, but to ob-
serve how these positions, as they were understood, played a dynamic role
in the inner discussions. We fortunately have at our disposal for the end
of the year 1930 and the half of the year 1931 the protocols of the infor-
mal discussions held in the Circle, through the minutes made by Rosa
Rand. That is one important reason for which we chose to focus on that
year. Our main source is thus the protocols held by Rosa Rand of the dis-
cussions in the Schlick-Circle, from the fourth of December 1930 until
the second of July 1931. They were published by Stadler in his book
Der Wiener Kreis - Ursprung, Entwicklung und Wirkung des Logischen
Empirismus im Kontext. This document has a peculiar character: it tran-
scribes discussions that took place during meetings of the Schlick-circle.
If most of the protocols are a faithful rendering, some of them manifest
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the character of reformulations by Rosa Rand of remarks made by differ-
ent members. The book Wittgenstein und der Wiener Kreis, edited by
McGuiness in 1967, gives us also precious insights on the development
of Wittgenstein’s thoughts between December of 1929 and July 1932, that
had an indirect influence on the discussions in the Circle. It contains
the Thesen by Friedrich Waismann, that were presented and discussed
in the circle at that period [Wittgenstein, 1967, Anhang B, p. 233-261].

Let us begin by circumscribing more precisely our topic and present
the context. We choose to focus our attention on the year 1931. What are
our reasons? It is in many respects a crucial year in the development
of the Vienna Circle: many important articles will be published in this
year, Causality in contemporary physics by Schlick, Logical positivism
by Blumberg and Feigl, The elimination of metaphysics through logical
analysis of langage by Carnap, Physicalism by Neurath. Other equally
important articles are in preparation and will be published the next year,
like Physics as a universal science by Carnap or Sociology in physicalism
by Neurath. Parallel to the weekly meetings of the Circle, Schlick and
Waismann continue to meet regularly Wittgenstein and spread his new
ideas within the Circle. The audience of the Circle is also increasing:
in september 1930 takes place in Konigsberg the second conference for
Erkenntnislehre der exakten Wissenschaften, organised by Kurt Reide-
meister, that previously teached in Vienna. Carnap presents the logicist
view on the foundations of mathematics, while Waismann presents Witt-
genstein’s standpoint. Godel expounds on this occasion his results on in-
completeness for the first time. In 1931 Carnap has what he calls his “vi-
sion” of “the whole theory of language structure” [Schilpp, 1963, p. 54].
In the fall of 1931, he will leave for Prague and in the following years de-
velop his meta-logical investigations, leading to the publication of Logi-
cal syntax of language in 1934.

We have also to mention the growing influence of the works by
Hilbert and of the polish school of logic. At that time, the influence
of Tarski and Lukasiewicz on Carnap is great. In February 1930, Tarski
held a talk in Vienna on the meta-mathematics of the propositional calcu-
lus, on the invitation of Menger. In November 1930, Carnap addressed
three talks in Warsaw. Recalling the meetings with Tarski and the follow-
ing influence he exerted on his thought, Carnap writes: “Tarski held in our
circle a talk about the metamathematics of the propositional calculus.
In the following discussion arose the question to know if metamathemat-
ics is of value for philosophy too. In my discussions with Tarski i had
come to the opinion that the formal theory of language has a big impor-
tance for the clarification of our philosophical problems. Schlick and
others were on that point rather skeptical” [Ibid., p. 30]. A clear line
of separation appears between Schlick and Carnap in the reception
of Tarski’s work. It is also present in the systematic summaries made by
Rosa Rand of the philosophical positions of each member of the Circle.
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2. In the introduction to the Philosophical papers of Hans Hahn, Karl
Menger remarks that the Tractatus had made clear to Hahn the role
of logic, i.e. to prescribe under what conditions we can say the same thing
in various ways. He then evokes a controversy in the following terms:
“In the early 1930’s, after Carnap had gone to Prague, a controversy
about a related topic arose when Waismann proclaimed that one could not
speak about language. Hahn took strong exception to this view. Why
should one not - if perhaps in a higher-level language — speak about lan-
guage? To which Waismann replied essentially that this would not fit
into the texture of Wittgenstein’s latest ideas” [Hahn, 1980, Introduction,
p. xii]. This quote appeals a first remark: a rational argument from Hahn,
is put in opposition to argument of authority - Waismann’s appeal to
Wittgenstein’s new ideas! The allegation of Wittgenstein’s authority,
in Menger’s quotation, if it corresponds to Waismann’s attitude, may sur-
prise, because at that time Wittgenstein wasn’t an uncontested authority
for all members of the Circle anymore. We surmise that it is a slightly
simplifying account of how Waismann brought in his arguments in the
discussions.

Let us add factual and textual evidence to Menger’s testimony: Car-
nap left Vienna for Prague in the fall of 1931, where he had obtained
a chair for natural science. Waismann and Schlick held regular meetings
with Wittgenstein at that time. In the minutes of 1930 and 1931, a promi-
nent place is taken by the discussion of the Thesen by Waismann (from
the 7" of May to the 3" of June) and by Carnap’s presentation of his me-
talogical project (from the 11™ of June to the 2™ of July). The controversy
evoked by Menger arose later, after the fall of 1931 and Carnap’s leaving
for Prague. Mengers wording of the controversy is at best simplifying.
The proclaimed impossibility to talk about language defended by Wais-
mann implies different questions: the conception of language as a whole,
the clarification of the status of philosophical statements and the possi-
bility of meta-logical concepts. Despite the fact that Menger attributes
to Hahn a definite position, we find, when we resort to the minutes by
Rosa Rand, that Hahn’s position on this topic in 1931 is not univocal.
We read in a minute from the 26™ of February, 1931: “Hahn thinks it
an open question, whether there might be a language about language”
[Stadler, 2015, p. 86].

The distinction between saying and showing is crucial for the con-
ception of symbolism at work in the Tractatus. The search for a perfect
notation has to deal with concepts such as “object”, “concept”, “number”,
only in a preparatory phase. Once the language is constructed, properties
of signs display what the signs are about, preventing at the same time
these properties to be made explicit by using the predicates “object”,
“concept”, “number”, or dispensing us to express them through explicit
statements. When such attempts to produce explicit statements are made,
senseless sentences occur: “2 is a number” “Achilles turtle is an object”.
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According to Wittgenstein, the only correct way to designate an object is
to use a variable name: “Wherever the word ‘object’ is correctly used,
it is expressed in conceptual notation by a variable name” [Wittgenstein,
2018, 4.1272]. Predicating “object” to a name is a wrong way to proceed.
Such concepts will be qualified as formal concepts; they cannot occur
in true-or-false sentences.

Meta-logic seems at first sight to attempt to say what can only be
shown. It uses notions such as proposition, concept, property, that Witt-
genstein, in the Tractatus, declares to be formal concepts [Ibid., 4.126-
4.1273]. Meta-logic claims to be able to formulate genuine sentences,
that can be part of a theory. Can the adoption of levels of language over-
come the impossibility of saying what is shown? A higher-level language
would say what the lower language would show. However, the theory
of types, that introduces a hierarchy of languages, has been utterly re-
jected by Wittgenstein. All that he retains from Russell’s theory is the
idea that a sentence cannot contain itself or be about itself.

In this perspective, to “talk about language” would amount to formu-
late in propositions what can only be shown by propositions. And, for
a given language or symbolism, this distinction appears as an absolute
one. From a wittgensteinian, and then waismannian point of view, if one
undertakes to build different language levels, the risk is to commit to
propositions what belongs to the function of showing.

Concerning this point, the testimony of Carnap is illuminating. He re-
flected on it in his Intellectual biography, and presents a divergence
he noticed between his view and the view propounded in the Tractatus:
“We read in Wittgenstein’s book that certain things show themselves but
cannot be said; for example the logical structure of sentences and the re-
lation between the language and the world. In opposition to this view,
first tentatively, then more and more clearly, our conception developed
that it is possible to talk meaningfully about language and about the rela-
tion between a sentence and the fact described” [Schilpp, 1963, p. 29]. In-
teresting her is the “we” used by Carnap, that suggests a common posi-
tion of the Circle, that was by far not realized. In the protocols of 1931,
we can observe the first phase of emancipation, where some Viennese try
to develop a meaningful talk about language.

If the say/show doctrine seems to limit the expressible, it has a posi-
tive aspect too, namely: it is an incentive for the invention of symbolisms
whose showing function corresponds to the multiplicity of what it at-
tempts to describe, like the notation with true and false poles in the Trac-
tatus. In line with this conception, Waismann declares: “The task of syn-
tax is always the same: to give language the right multiplicity” [Stadler,
2015, p. 100]. This doctrine is closely linked to a specific theory of sym-
bolism, whose main tenet is the following: when the symbolism has
the right multiplicity, one can dispense with rules of syntax. Frascolla un-
derscores the large range of non-sensical sentences, linked to the attempt
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of saying what exceeds the sayable: “Wittgenstein is not content with
condemning as nonsensical those propositions which try to speak of the
ineffable background of meaningful language. He goes beyond that
merely negative point and sets up some notational strategies and devices
which aim to give back to the function of showing all that which has been
inappropriately committed to propositions” [Frascolla, 2011, p. 160-161].
The function of showing has to do with the right multiplicity that can
make the rules of syntax dispensable.

3. The discussion within the Vienna Circle on the status of the state-
ments to be found in the Tractatus and the project of a constructional sys-
tem, as it is devised in Logical structure of the world by Carnap, leads to
an interrogation on elucidations (Erlduterungen): Are they statements with-
out genuine content? Shall they disappear, once the correct syntactical sys-
tem for a unitary science has been devised? Carnap’s view goes in that di-
rection, but other members’ answers depart from it. Such answers are
closely linked to the stand taken towards a meta-logical approach in philo-
sophy. The discussion on the status of the statements contained in the Trac-
tatus subsequently finds an echo in the reflection on the philosophical dis-
cussions themselves: aren’t they mere elucidations? In a session of the
Schlick-circle, Godel raises the question of their problematic status. As he
managed to represent mathematically important proof-theoretical concepts
in his groundbreaking articles of 1930 and 1931, his viewpoint has a partic-
ular weight. His remark is meant as an objection to the preceding discussion
in the Circle meeting on the problem of the justification of syntax.

“Carnap responds to an objection from Godel. Godel asked how
the discussion about logical questions was to be justified, since by engag-
ing in it one does not utter meaningful sentences [Sdtze] but only eluci-
dations [Erlduterungen]. The question thus arises how the permissible
elucidations are to be distinguished from the metaphysical pseudo-state-
ments (Scheinaussagen). Carnap responds to this that the activity of a phi-
losopher always aims for the construction of a usable syntax. Those elu-
cidations are permitted which are suitable to bring out the structure
of a usable syntax, even if they do not deal explicitly with the syntax.
These elucidations are not sentences but only legitimate elucidations
in contrast to elucidations about ontology.

Schlick: Only natural science has an ontological character, philo-
sophical elucidations never concern the phenomena but only the syntax.
Neumann: One can speak whenever this leads to success. Carnap agrees.

Waismann thinks that considerations of the meaning [Bedeutung]
of a word are also legitimate. By contrast, Carnap thinks that we do not
give elucidations about the meaning of an isolated word, but only about
its place in the syntax. Hahn thinks it an open question, whether there
might be a language about language” [Stadler, 2015, p. 86].

This text gives us an interesting overview of the attitudes of the dif-
ferent members. Neurath’s pragmatic standpoint is here very manifest.
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Carnap suggests a distinction that could preserve the legitimacy of eluci-
dations, when it is directed towards the construction of a syntax. Schlick
ascribes to natural science only the capacity to raise ontological claims.
Waismann is reluctant to see elucidations confined to syntax, not letting
space for meaning. Hahn has to this point no definite position, neither re-
jecting nor supporting the possibility of “a language about language”
[eine Sprache tiber die Sprache].

The question is to know what criteria can assure us that we are not
producing senseless statements, like those of metaphysics. Carnap adapts
Wittgenstein’s stricture to his own line of thought: elucidations only have
a provisional character, and are justified by the aim to provide a correct
syntax for the system of science. The question of accepting the possibility
of a metalanguage or not is moreover a “reflexive” question: what is the
status of what we are saying while we are presently debating? We aren’t ac-
tually constructing a system, but engaged in a debate on the way to con-
struct one.

Elucidations are not metalogical by themselves. But they gain this status
once they are exactly formulated. What is in need of expression that shall de-
mand metalogical considerations? On 7.5.1031, Hahn admits the possibility
to talk about sentences (Sdtze), yet in another language. According to this
possibility, many languages can be envisaged, instead of an all-encompass-
ing language. Let’s turn again our attention to the minutes of the discussions:

“(Waismann): I cannot add anything to a saturated sentence. I cannot
make a statement about a statement. The view that there are sentences
about sentences leads to viewing them under two points of view, one as
saturated and one as unsaturated. The sequence word-sentence cannot be
continued beyond the sentence.

Carnap: I will show in my metalogic in what sense sentences about
sentences are possible. The problem is that we wish to speak metalogic,
e.g., to say of a sentence that it follows from another one.

Hahn: I do not wish to exclude the possibility of speaking about sen-
tences. <...> Hahn: The difference between our views is that Waismann
speaks in the spirit of Wittgenstein of an universal language which I do
not believe in.

Waismann: But the thesis is this: a sentence can appear in a sentence
only as the argument of a truth function” [Stadler, 2015, p. 99].

Carnap considers here as a metalogical notion the relationship be-
tween two sentences when one follows from another. Two types of this
relation will be thoroughly introduced in Logical syntax of language,
the deduction and the derivation [Carnap, 1937, p. 37-39]. Waismann’s
affirmation: “I cannot make a statement about a statement”, is the direct
echo of 3.332 in the Tractatus: “No proposition can make a statement
about itself, because a propositional sign cannot be contained in itself
(that is the whole of the ‘theory of types’). We can link Waismann’s con-
ception of a sentence as saturated with Hahn’s declaration that in order
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to speak about sentences, they have to “appear as individuals”. Waismann
doesn’t seem to be aware of the possibility of naming a sentence and
to treat it as a syntactical object. Hahn rejects Waismann’s conception
of a universal language, without making explicit what links this concep-
tion to the logical impossibility defended here, consisting in including
a sentence within another sentence.

4. Possibility or impossibility to talk theoretically about language?
The supporters of possibility don’t strive to justify it, but merely rely
on the dispositions of natural language to do it, and on the devising of
“meta-logical” systems. Let’s have a look on the way Carnap introduces
his metalogical project, on the 11™ of June 1931:

“By metalogic I understand the theory of the forms which appear
in a language, thus the representation of the syntax of language. <...>
Form of metalogic: are there sentences about sentences, what meaning do
they have, are they empirical sentences or tautologies, will there result
a hierarchy of languages? Our objects are the sentential signs of a certain
language” [Stadler, 2015, p. 115].

“Since we describe only physical structures, namely series of linguis-
tic signs, we are able to express metalogic in our ordinary speech, namely
in such a way that does not contradict the views of Wittgenstein. We are
concerned here not with sentences about a type of sentences, but with in
part singular, in part conditional sentences about physical structures”
[Ibid., p. 118].

The burden of proof seems indeed to lie by the proponents of the im-
possibility of devising a metalogic: to which confusions does it lead? What
matters is to clarify what a theory is and the constraints it on the objects
it can be about. In this respect, the idea of a theory of signs appears prob-
lematic; signs may not be able to become genuine objects of a theory. That
proponents of the meta-logical approach are not prevented or impaired
in the development of their projects by methodological complications man-
ifests the asymmetrical character of the situation and suggests that the ques-
tion is rather of a philosophical nature. Only technical problems are to be
solved in the first place, not philosophical or methodological ones.

Carnap first identifies the syntactical and the metalogical, introduc-
ing two further metalogical notions, the notions of truth and falsity:

“(Carnap) My detailed views on what a syntax looks like (metalogic)
I wish to present later during the summer semester. <...> Carnap:
The syntactical word “false” would have two meanings for Hahn, false-1
would be false in the accustomed sense, false-2 would be nonsensical.
I find it more to the point to represent both metalogical concepts by
the same sign” [Ibid., p. 98].

5. The genuine debate would probably have taken place between
Carnap and Waismann. But Carnap left for Prague in 1931, not long after
he had presented his metalogical project to the Circle. Would an explicit
debate between the two thinkers have been possble? It is not sure that
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the ground for understanding was present, Waismann sticking very closely
to Wittgenstein’s conceptions and Carnap breaking resolutely with the
Tractatus’ strictures.

In the Logical syntax of language, published in 1934, Carnap doesn’t
search for an agreement with Wittgenstein’s positions anymore. We find
there an explicit criticism of the view that there is no expressible syntax:

“In opposition to this view (that there is no expressible syntax), our
construction of syntax has shown that it can be correctly formulated and
that syntactical sentences do exist. It is just as possible to construct sen-
tences about the forms of linguistic expressions, and therefore about sen-
tences, as it is to construct sentences about the geometrical forms of geo-
metrical structures. <...> Syntax is exactly formulable in the same way as
geometry is” [Logical syntax of language, §73].

The same confidence is present in in the intellectual autobiogra-
phy of 1963, where Carnap looks back on the achievements of 1934:
“[1] pointed out that only the structural pattern, not the physical properties
of the ink marks, were relevant for the function of language. Thus it is
possible to construct a theory about language, namely the geometry
of the written pattern. This idea led later to the theory which I called “log-
ical syntax” of language” [Schilpp, 1963, p. 282-283].

For Carnap, metalogic is the new discipline where clarification takes
place. The logical empiricism, through its rejection of every metaphysical
discourse, aims at redefining the role of philosophy. This task is present
ever since the first essays by Schlick?. For the accomplishment of this task,
sharp criteria are required, in order to depart genuine scientific statements
from mere apparent, possibly metaphysical ones. Philosophy becomes the
activity providing these criteria. Metalogic is one direction it can take, and
that will become dominant in the Circle during the 1930’s. However, his
foundation remains controversial, and members like Waismann or Schlick
will tread another path. Neurath will remain skeptical about metalogic. Elu-
cidations are for him “mythological” [Stadler, 2015, p. 100]. What matters
the most is the unity of science constructed as an encyclopedia.

6. The Vienna Circle exerted a stimulating role in the reflection on
sciences. Its ability to address pressing methodological problems in sci-
ences as diverse as physics, logic or economics, and the elaboration
of philosophical interpretations enabled it to create a network of scien-
tists striving towards the possibility of unifying the scientific discourse.
The second conference for Erkenntnislehre der exakten Wissenschaften
that took place in Konigsberg in september 1930 is a milestone on this
path. It was followed by many others, and after the premature deaths
of Hahn and Schlick, and the exile of other important members (Carnap,
Neurath), the project of a unifying science could, with the help of Ameri-
can philosophers, continue its development on the new continent.

2 See for example The boundaries of scientific and philosophical concept-formation, 1910.
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In the years 1930 and 1931, a lively discussion on the possibility
of metalogic and metalanguages took place within the Circle. It was by
no means a marginal discussion. Some members of the Circle, especially
Carnap, were following the paths opened by the hilbertian program and
the Polish school of logic. The discussion provided a philosophical di-
mension to this development, focusing on the status of elucidations and
their possibility to be integrated in a theoretical discourse. If Carnap con-
tributed significantly to the progress of metalogic, especially with the
publication of Logical syntax of language in 1934, members like Wais-
mann or Schlick were rather reluctant to import these tools into the phi-
losophical discussion. A conception of the symbolism inherited from
the Tractatus conceived the relation between a symbolism and its syntax
as unable to become the topic of a theoretical discourse. To reach an agree-
ment was however not a presupposition for the fruitfulness of the debate
that was displayed. The Vienna Circle represents prominently the exer-
cise of a dialogic rationality that should become an example for much of
the subsequent philosophy of the 20™ and of the 21" century.
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