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Logical Positivism: The History of a ‘Caricature’

Sander Verhaegh®

Abstract: Logical positivism is often characterized as a set of naive doctrines on meaning,
method, and metaphysics. In recent decades, however, historians have dismissed this view as
a gross misinterpretation. This new scholarship raises a number of questions. When did the
standard reading emerge? Why did it become so popular? And how could commentators have
been so wrong? This paper reconstructs the history of a ‘caricature’ and rejects the hypothesis
that it was developed by ill-informed Anglophone scholars who failed to appreciate the
subtleties of European scientific philosophy. | argue that the received view has a more
complicated history and was frequently promoted by the European positivists themselves. |
show that it has roots in both American and European scientific philosophy and emerged as a
result of the complex interplay between the two communities in the years before the intellectual
migration.

l. Introduction

Logical positivism is often characterized as a radical version of empiricism. Members of the
Vienna Circle, so the story goes, developed a strictly verificationist criterion of significance
and used it to dismiss ethical, political, and metaphysical theorizing as meaningless. Combining
a traditional, empiricist epistemology with the powerful new tools of mathematical logic, the
positivists sought to develop a novel, and more rigorous philosophy of science. Ludwig
Wittgenstein dissolved philosophical puzzles about the nature of logic in the Tractatus Logico-
Philosophicus.! And Rudolf Carnap took new steps toward reducing science to sense
experience in Der logische Aufbau der Welt, rejecting as meaningless any statement that cannot
be translated into the epistemically privileged language of sensation.?
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In recent decades, historians have done much to correct this view. Instead of presenting
logical positivism as a set of radical theses about meaning, method, and metaphysics, they have
shown it to be a complex world conception with numerous philosophical and socio-cultural
roots. They have described the received view as “seriously misguided”, as an “almost total
perversion of [the Circle’s] actual attitude”, and as a “caricature ... that has long captured the
popular imagination”.® Logical positivism, most present-day historians agree, ought to be
viewed as “movement rather than a set of doctrines”.* The Vienna Circle and affiliated groups
developed a “program for philosophy” in which the elimination of metaphysics and the
verification principle were not “central dogmas” but attempts to find a new “form of
philosophy”.

In excavating the scientific and socio-cultural context in which logical positivism
emerged, historians have enriched our knowledge about the movement in at least three ways.
First, they have shown that members of the Circle defended a wide variety of positions. The
views of most positivists “changed considerably over time” and there was “no important
position that all [of them] shared”.6 Otto Neurath and Philipp Frank, for example, defended
more pragmatic and more naturalistic approaches to philosophy than the reductive
verificationism with which the Circle is often associated.” The positivists were part of a single
movement because they shared a particular attitude or world conception, not because they were
committed to a specific set of philosophical theses. Nor did they exclusively focus on
epistemological themes such as meaning and verification. Any reader of the first issues of
Erkenntnis will recognize that they were primarily involved in technical discussions about
topics that emerged in the special sciences (e.g., probability, general relativity, and the
foundations of mathematics).

Second, historians have shown that it is inaccurate to view logical positivism as an
exclusively empiricist project. The movement has roots in a range of intellectual traditions
including neo-Kantianism, Machian positivism, the Brentano school, and French
conventionalism.® Especially the Aufbau was far from the empiricist work some commentators
have made it out to be. Carnap did not aim to ground science in sense experience but,
conversely, to explain how knowledge can be objective despite its subjective origins.® He
defended a neo-Kantian perspective on the logic of science, presupposing a constitutive but
relativized conception of the apriori.'°

Finally, historians have argued that it is a mistake to interpret logical positivism as a
purely philosophical perspective. The Vienna Circle emerged in period of great political
turmoil in which questions about science were deeply intertwined with socio-cultural debates.
As such, the Circle’s 1929 manifesto was not just a philosophical pamphlet. It was also a
response to anti-scientific modes of thinking that were in vogue among Central European
politicians and intellectuals. The positivists were influenced by a variety of cultural and
political movements, including the neue Sachlichkeit, the German Youth Movement, and Red
Vienna politics.!!

This massive gap between the received view and the revised account raises a number
of historical questions. When did the standard interpretation emerge? Why did it become so
popular? And how could commentators have been so wrong? In response to these questions,
historians have developed a variety of complementary answers. Michael Friedman argues that
logical positivism came to be identified with a “simpleminded” version of empiricism as a



consequence of the “emigration and postwar assimilation ... within the English-speaking
world”, noting that this process began with the publication of A. J. Ayer’s “extraordinarily
influential” Language, Truth, and Logic.?2 And several historians have noted that the received
view was reinforced by postpositivist opponents, who used the “oversimplified picture” as a
strawman once logical positivism fell out of fashion.'® Thomas Kuhn protested the positivists’
“naively empiricist conception of the growth of knowledge” in The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions and W. V. Quine pushed a foundationalist interpretation of the Aufbau in “Two
Dogmas of Empiricism”.%4

The aforementioned scholarship may lead one to conclude that the received view does
not deserve the historian’s attention. It might be thought that the standard reading was nothing
but a misinterpretation developed by ill-informed Anglophone philosophers who failed to
appreciate the intricacies of European scientific philosophy. This paper argues that this would
be a mistake. Drawing on a variety of published and archival material, | argue that the standard
view has a more complicated and more interesting history than one might expect.® | show that
it goes back to the early 1930s, well before the publication of Language, Truth, and Logic, and
that it was actively promoted by the European positivists themselves (section I1). Instead of
just discarding the received view as a misinterpretation, this paper develops a contextualized
history of its genesis, arguing that it has roots in both Anglophone and European philosophy
and emerged as a result of the interplay between the two communities in the early 1930s
(sections 111-V).16

In reconstructing the origins of the received view, | do not aim to dismiss the work that
has been done by logical empiricism scholars. On the contrary, | believe that this literature has
enriched our understanding of the Vienna Circle and affiliated groups. Instead, | want to take
some steps toward expanding their program and develop an equally detailed history of the
mixed community of Anglophone philosophers and European migrants that had to navigate
their cultural and philosophical differences in the 1930s. Just as the Vienna Circle was a diverse
group that can only be understood in context, I submit that there is an equally subtle story to
be told about the emergence of American scientific philosophy.

1. Genesis

American philosophy is often identified with pragmatism. And pragmatism, in turn, is
frequently characterized as an empiricist movement, combining a fallibilist epistemology with
a verificationist criterion of significance. Inspired by Alexander Bain’s theory of belief, C. S.
Peirce developed his ‘pragmatic maxim’ and belief-doubt-belief model of inquiry, thereby
paving the way for William James and John Dewey, who both defended an experimentalist
epistemology and a sceptical approach to metaphysics. James held that many philosophical
questions dissolve when subjected to the pragmatic test. Dewey replaced metaphysical
speculation with a naturalized perspective on man, mind, and morality.

It should be no surprise, on this reading, that U.S. pragmatists mistook logical
positivism for an empiricist school of philosophy. The Americans who were most interested in
the Vienna Circle were either prominent pragmatists (C. I. Lewis, Dewey) or students of
pragmatists (Quine, Charles Morris, and Ernest Nagel), so it is only natural that they focused



on themes that most resembled their own points of view. Logical positivism’s “radical
intellectual ambitions”, Friedman writes, “could not be transplanted easily onto American soil”
because the European immigrants “were embraced by more down-to-earth and pragmatically
minded thinkers”.}” The Circle’s philosophical and socio-political context was simply lost on
U.S. philosophers who had been educated in a different intellectual climate. Key texts from the
European period such as the Aufbau were not translated into English until the late 1960s and
pragmatists did not have the proper background to grasp the metaphilosophical program that
guided these works.

The problem with this narrative, though, is that it rests on a rather one-sided view of
pragmatism. Mirroring the aforementioned argument about logical positivism, one might argue
that pragmatism, too, was a complex intellectual movement with a variety of philosophical and
socio-cultural roots. Peirce had been trained in the formal and the natural sciences; Dewey had
Hegelian background, and James combined an experimental approach with a voluntarist
philosophy that can be traced back to the French spiritualists. More importantly, there was a
rich assortment of pragmatisms beyond the classic triumvirate of American philosophy,
including the Chicago School (e.g. G. H. Mead; J. H. Tufts) and the Columbia naturalists (e.g.
F. J. E. Woodbridge; J. H. Randall, jr.). Nor was pragmatism a purely American tradition.
Recent work shows that pragmatist thought played a serious role in England as well.*

Second, it is incorrect to reduce pragmatism to an empiricist program. Though James
famously wrote that the “true line of philosophic progress lies ... not so much through Kant as
round him” (1898, 269), scholars nowadays recognize that pragmatists, like logical positivists,
had a more complex relation with (neo-)Kantianism than commonly thought.® Peirce started
out as “a passionate devotee of Kant”, James indirectly absorbed a Kantian perspective through
his German education, and Lewis—arguably the most influential pragmatist of the 1920s—had
a Kantian approach to epistemology.?® The Harvard professor defended a relativized (or,
pragmatic) conception of the a priori that was similar to the views Carnap and Reichenbach
had been developing in Europe.

Finally, it is a mistake to view pragmatism as an exclusively philosophical project.
Pragmatism, again like logical positivism, was deeply intertwined with various social and
political movements. The Chicago school was renowned for its work in educational reform;
the Columbia naturalists were central figures in the New York cultural and political scene; and
several pragmatists outside the philosophical mainstream (e.g. Jane Addams and Oliver
Wendell Holmes) have earned a firm place in the pantheon of the progressive era.?! Even the
radical left was far from a taboo. Sidney Hook, a student of Dewey, was a prominent socialist
and one of the organizers of the American Workers Party, combining pragmatism and Marxism
in his (early) philosophical writings.

Considering this complex philosophical and socio-political background, it is not
evident that American philosophers should have developed a reductive, verificationist reading
of logical positivism. Perhaps it would have been more natural if they had recognized it as a
broad intellectual movement instead of a strict set of philosophical theses; or if they had
emphasized the similarities between pragmatism and Neurath’s and Frank’s variants of logical
positivism.?? Indeed, some American philosophers appear to have recognized these alternative
connections. The warm reception of the Vienna Circle’s social agenda in left-wing journals
such as Partisan Review and Morris’ zealous efforts to promote Neurath’s Unity of Science



agenda show that the reductive empiricist reading was not an inevitable consequence of
pragmatism’s encounters with logical positivism.?

*k*x

Though there are several reasons to have expected a more subtle reception of logical positivism,
the movement still came to be identified with verificationism, reductive phenomenalism, and
militant opposition to ethical, political, metaphysical theorizing. This happened well before the
publication of Ayer’s Language, Truth, and Logic and the rise of postpositivist analytic
philosophy, suggesting that these later developments did not give rise to a new interpretation
but reinforced a perspective that had already taken root.

One of the first Anglophone articles about the new scientific philosophy was E. B.
Ginsburg’s “On the Logical Positivism of the Viennese Circle”, published in the Journal of
Philosophy in March 1932. Ginsburg, a Harvard student who had briefly studied in Vienna,
aimed to describe logical positivism from an “American’s” perspective and characterized it as
(1) a “rehabilitation of the positivist repudiation of metaphysics”, (ii) a conception of logic “as
purely tautological”, and (iii) a philosophy of science in which “there is only empirical
knowledge which rests upon the directly given”.?* Ginsburg had an eye for the Circle’s
technical work in the foundations of physics but failed to recognize its pluralistic character or
diverse philosophical roots. He criticized the positivists for their fixation on “a single dogmatic
criterion of legitimacy” which he traced back to the Aufbau, ignoring Carnap’s claim that there
are multiple constitution systems, including ones that start from a physicalist basis.?® Instead,
he read the book as offering a dogmatic meaning criterion such that every “concept must find
its fundamental position in accordance with its deduction from other concepts, and finally, from
the empirically given”.?®

Ginsburg’s analysis did not stand one its own. In the years leading up to the immigration
of the late 1930s, many U.S. commentators developed similar readings. Though Neurath tried
to promote an alternative perspective in an American article titled “Physicalism: The
Philosophy of the Viennese Circle”, there was virtually no attention for his non-reductive
variant of logical positivism. Neurath advanced a holistic perspective on theory testing, writing
that our scientific laws “can be wholly or partially modified” when “contradicted by
experience”.?” But almost every American commentator, including some of the philosophers
who would come to play a crucial role in the promotion of logical positivism, focused on
Carnap’s purported phenomenalist foundationalism. Morris accused Carnap of solipsism in
reconstructing the intersubjective world from first-person experiences.?® And Nagel criticized
Carnap’s reductive approach to theory testing, contrasting it with a more holistic perspective
in which any experimental test is “significant only against the background of theoretical
assumptions”.?

Even Lewis, who defended a Kantian approach to epistemology himself, failed to
recognize the principal aims of the Aufbau. In an address before the American Philosophical
Association, he developed perhaps the most radical interpretation of the book. He suggested
that Carnap dismissed every statement that cannot be decisively verified in immediately present
sense experience and argued that such a view reduces to “absurdity”:



[if] no issue is meaningful unless it can be put to the test of decisive verification. And
no verification can take place except in the immediately present experience of the
subject. Then nothing can be meant except what is actually present in the experience...
The result of any such train of thought is obvious; knowledge would collapse into the
useless echo of data directly given to the mind at the moment.*

Though Lewis acknowledged that Carnap justified his solipsism as a methodological choice,
he was convinced that the Circle’s rejection of ethics and metaphysics was ultimately based on
this deeply subjectivist assumption.3!

More generally, Lewis’ paper appears to have strongly contributed to the narrative that
pragmatists and positivists primarily shared a verificationist theory of meaning. The fact that a
Harvard professor and president of the American Philosophical Association used his
presidential address to compare the two “empirical-meaning requirement[s]”, likely played a
crucial role in the American reception of the new movement.®? Indeed, by 1934, a year after
Lewis’ address, J. B. Pratt could confidently assume that “all readers” of the Journal of
Philosophy knew about logical positivism and its position that any meaningful proposition “(1)
must be reducible to the most elementary terms that analysis can find, (2) must be reducible to
the elementary terms of first-person experience, (3) and must be verifiable in these terms”.®3
The reductive empiricist reading had become the standard reading.

*k*

The received view is not just a product of American commentators who inadvertently
developed a distorted image of logical positivism. On the contrary, the standard interpretation
was stimulated, and to some extent even created, by the European positivists themselves.
Though the Circle’s 1929 manifesto emphasizes that its Weltauffassung is “characterised not
so much by theses of its own, but rather by its basic attitude, its points of view and direction of
research”, one gets a rather different picture if one examines the positivists’ Anglophone
publications.3* Especially the papers written for an American audience are often exclusively
concerned with epistemological themes, stimulating the view that logical positivism was,
above all, a rigid philosophical system.

The first article by a Vienna Circle member to appear in an American journal was
“Logical Positivism: A New Movement in European Philosophy”. The paper was co-authored
by Herbert Feigl, a student of Schlick and the first positivist to move to the United States. With
the benefit of hindsight, this article appears to have introduced much of the received view to
the U.S. philosophical community. It places logical positivism in the “vigorous empirical
tradition of Hume, Mill, Comte, and Mach” and characterizes it as a “union of empiricism with
a sound theory of logic”.*® Blumberg and Feigl dub the problem of meaning “the central
problem of epistemology” and argue that “the meaning of propositions is identical with the
conditions of their verification”, presenting Carnap’s Aufbau as the most detailed example “of
analyzing the meaning of scientific propositions by following them back to the given”.3¢
Though the article extensively discusses the contributions of Carnap and Schlick, it does not



even mention Neurath or Frank, two of the foremost representatives of an alternative approach
to scientific philosophy.3’

The impact of Blumberg and Feigl’s paper can hardly be overstated. Not only does it
coin the term ‘logical positivism’—thereby advertising the movement as a philosophical
‘ism’—for many Americans it was their first introduction to the Vienna Circle. Feigl was based
at Harvard in the 1930-31 academic year and archival evidence shows that he had plenty of
opportunity to promote his reading to some of the most prominent philosophers in the country.
He presented his paper at the Harvard philosophy club and had the article read by Lewis, A. N.
Whitehead, and H. M. Sheffer, advising American students such as Quine and Morris to visit
the positivists in Europe.®® In doing so, Feigl helped shape the logical positivism’s image in
the early 1930s. The Viennese émigré did not just convince Lewis that it was is “the most
promising of present movements” on the continent, letters between the two reveal that Lewis
regularly asked Feigl for advice in his writings about the movement.®® Though the two
extensively corresponded about the first drafts of Lewis’ aforementioned presidential address,
Feigl appears never to have warned him that his interpretation of the Aufbau was misguided.°

Feigl was not the only European scientific philosopher to contribute to the received
view. Reichenbach’s first American publications offer an equally stern image of the Vienna
Circle. Ina paper published in the Journal of Philosophy, the Berlin philosopher described the
Circle as “a school of positivism” and the verificationist principle as its central dogma:

Were | to be asked to sum up the ideas of this circle in a simple formula, I should say
that it aims to show that every proposition has a verifiable meaning. It was this
principle, emphasized in every publication of the circle, which drew Carnap to
positivism.*!

Carnap, Reichenbach continues, united this verificationist theory of meaning with a
foundationalist epistemology, concluding that (i) “every proposition in science ... is reducible
merely to a complicated repetition of given impressions” and that (ii) all other statements are
meaningless”.*> Reichenbach (unlike Feigl) does briefly discuss Neurath’s contribution but
presents the latter’s arguments against phenomenalism as an “attack™ on logical positivism,
thereby amplifying the suggestion that logical positivism itself is a rigid philosophical system
based on a fixed set of theses about meaning and justification.*®

Carnap and Schlick, finally, stimulated the received view as well. Their first substantive
papers in American journals were also attempts to spell out in detail their views on meaning
and verification. Schlick confirmed that Lewis was right in maintaining that the “empirical-
meaning requirement ... forms the basis of the whole philosophy of ... the Vienna Circle”,
thereby reinforcing the suggestion that logical positivism is first and foremost a doctrine about
meaning. And Carnap opened his article “Testability and Meaning” with the claim that “the
question of meaning” and “the question of verification” are two of the “chief problems of the
theory of knowledge”.** Instead of correcting the U.S. interpretation of the Aufbau, he primarily
presented his views as a “modification of the requirement of verifiability” in the light of, among
others, Lewis’s criticisms.*> Combined with the growing attention for Popper’s falsificationism
in the English literature in the same period, Carnap’s suggestion that he was merely replacing



verification with confirmation seems to have contributed to the view that logical positivists are
mostly involved in debates about whether to adopt a verificationist, confirmationist, or
falsificationist demarcation criterion.*

I11. Context: American scientific philosophy

The above discussion shows that the received view emerged earlier and was deeper entrenched
than commonly suggested. Now let us turn to the question why this interpretation became the
standard view. In order to find an answer, we have to expand our focus and examine the
development of American scientific philosophy.4’

We have seen that it is a mistake to ignore pragmatism’s philosophical and socio-
cultural diversity (8l1). It is equally a mistake to identify U.S. philosophy with pragmatism. In
the 1920s, there was a substantive community of scientific philosophers in America; and only
a minority of them identified as pragmatists. In the words of Paul A. Schilpp, best known for
his work as editor of the Library of Living Philosophers, there was a “tendency in recent
American philosophy which, while perhaps not so definitely connected with the name of one
or two great outstanding representatives, is, nevertheless ... widely accepted and taught™:

| refer to what, for want of a better name, may perhaps most adequately be called and
described as the philosophy of science... In the first instance it insists not only upon
the use of the scientific method (so-called) in philosophy, but also denies the legitimacy
of using any other method in philosophical investigation and research. In other words,
it wants a scientific philosophy, and therefore delimits philosophy to the realms capable
of yielding to purely scientific analysis.*®

Schilpp was not the only one to observe the trend. In a paper titled “Contemporary American
Philosophy”, Frank Thilly noted the rise of “new movements” which “derive their inspiration
from the methods and results of natural science ... and seek ... to avoid the metaphysical
presuppositions of the older schools”.*®

This emerging movement did not just aim to make philosophy more ‘scientific’. It also
stimulated interdisciplinary research. Scientifically-minded philosophers often joined forces
with philosophically-minded scientists and mathematicians, who were equally interested in the
foundations of physics, geometry, and psychology. The rise of behaviorism prompted a cross-
disciplinary discussion about the foundations of experimental psychology. Journals such as
Philosophical Review and Journal of Philosophy published over seventy articles and reviews
on special and general relativity in the 1920s.5° And a diverse group of mathematicians,
logicians, and philosophers (e.g. Huntington, Veblen, Langford, Sheffer, and Keyser) jointly
contributed to a research program nowadays best known as “American postulate theory”,
employing the tools of formal logic to analyze mathematical axiom systems.5* Partly inspired
by Hilbert’s program, this discussion paved the way for flourishing schools of mathematical
logic at Princeton and Harvard, which both started producing a steady flow of capable logicians
(e.g. Alonzo Church, Stephen Kleene, and J. Barkley Rosser; Susanne Langer, W. V. Quine,
John Cooley, and W. T. Parry) from the late 1920 onwards.>?



Examples like these illustrate how scientists and philosophers jointly contributed to a
variety of foundational debates. According to Charles Morris, there were “many streams of
activity” which contributed to “a wide convergence toward a unified philosophical science” in
North America.>® Even speculative philosophers, who had traditionally been suspicious of
overly scientistic approaches to philosophy, recognized “the dependence of philosophy upon
the findings of [the] special science[s]”.>* Instead of building a priori “air castles”, they
contributed to an intellectual climate that helped “welding mathematics, physics, and
philosophy together”.%® Theodor de Laguna published several papers on the philosophy of
geometry and is nowadays viewed as one of the founders of mereotopology and Filmer
Northrop’s macroscopic atom theory generated quite some attention as an alternative to
Einstein’s and Whitehead’s cosmologies.>® And though some analytically oriented scientific
philosophers were sceptical about the value of metaphysical speculation, most of them could
live with a speculative philosophy of science that had “its feet on the ground, however much
its head may swim”.%’

Despite these shifts within American philosophy, it is difficult to distill from these
discussions a unified conception of what scientific philosophy is or ought to be. Participants
from various schools frequently attempted to explicate the function of philosophy in debates
about the foundations of science but failed to reach consensus. The once fierce debates between
idealists, realists, and pragmatists had made place for an “era of philosophical peace” because
“science ha[d] given them something new to think about”.®® But they still had different
conceptions of scientific philosophy. Pragmatists, naturalists, new realists, critical realists,
speculative philosophers, behaviorists, neo-behaviorists, operationists, physicists, logicians,
and mathematicians all participated in debates about the foundations of the natural, behavioral
and formal sciences; but most of them held diverging views about the goals and methods of
scientific philosophy. While neo-idealists wanted to use scientific findings to build a systematic
philosophy of “the general characteristics of nature and fact as a whole”, neo-realists
presupposed a more piecemeal approach. Following Russell, they promoted logical analysis to
deal with “one problem at a time” instead of attempting to “raise and answer all questions
together”.%°

As a result of this diversity, American philosophers of science used a variety of labels
to describe their endeavors, which might explain why the movement has been frequently
overlooked by historians. Labels such as ‘analysis of science’, ‘scientific philosophy’, ‘logic
of science’, ‘mathematical philosophy’, and ‘philosophy of science’ were used alongside each
other, and everyone seems to have used these terms in slightly different ways. Keyser published
an introduction to the work of the postulate theorists titled Mathematical Philosophy; Northrop
talked about the analysis of ‘first principles’; Cohen aimed to study ‘scientific method’; and
Bridgman pitched his book as an analysis of “the logic of” modern physics.® Something similar
can be said about American journals. The Monist used the subtitle ‘devoted to the philosophy
of science’ but Journal of Philosophy consistently promoted itself as a publication ‘in the field
of scientific philosophy’. It would take several decades, long after the logical positivists had
settled in North America, before the field agreed on a common label (philosophy of science)
and started employing it in a way resembling contemporary use.

Despite this intellectual fragmentation, there appear to have been two philosophers who
had a particularly big influence on this diverse group of scholars. Many assumptions about the



goals and methods of scientific philosophy at the time can be traced back to the views of
Whitehead and/or Russell. Not only had the two helped develop the formal tools that were
frequently used in debates about the foundations of science.5! They had also helped set the
country’s metaphilosophical agenda. Russell had first spent a semester in the United States in
1914 and had used this period to urge Americans to adopt a “truly scientific philosophy”,
promoting the view that all philosophical problems “in so far as they are genuinely
philosophical” reduce to “problems of logic”.5> Whitehead became a Harvard professor a
decade later and was primarily hailed for his work in the philosophy of science (Whitehead
1919; 1920).5 His move to the United States would not have been possible without a campaign
for his appointment by two dozen scientists who had formed a “group to meet regularly for ...
discussion of issues in the philosophy of science”, showing the widespread appeal of the
movement in North America.5*

**k*k

| do not want to suggest that American scientific philosophers developed a program that could
compete with German wissenschaftliche Philosophie. Contributors to debates about general
relativity in Central Europe—e.g. Carnap, Cassirer, Reichenbach, Schlick, and Weyl—seem to
have had a superior understanding of Einstein’s theory when compared with U.S.
commentators such as Akeley, Bridgman, Hoskyn, Lovejoy, and McGilvary. And though
Harvard and Princeton had become centers of logic in the United States, Quine was probably
right when he said that the real “action was in Europe” where the work of Gddel, Skolem, and
von Neumann was revolutionizing the field.®> Nor do I want to claim that American academics
had a similar conception of scientific philosophy. There are clear differences between the
Viennese world conception and the various foundational projects propagated by U.S.
philosophers and scientists.

What | do want to argue, is that a better understanding of this movement can help shed
new light on the reception of logical positivism. Scientific philosophies were flourishing in the
1920s and many American philosophers who helped promote the Vienna Circle were involved
in these debates. Nagel and Quine, for example, were students of pragmatists but primarily
identified as scientific philosophers who sought to overcome the flaws of their teachers. Nagel
was a student of Dewey but had a much more technical approach to philosophy, dismissing his
teacher’s pragmatism as “very muddy” because it failed “to come to grips with the detailed
structure of scientific theories”.®® Quine had taken some of Lewis’ courses but was mostly a
product of the Harvard logic school, along with contemporaries such as K. E. Rosinger, E. J.
Nelson, and the aforementioned Langer, Cooley, and Parry. Most of them were students of
Sheffer—Russell’s most enthusiastic representative at Harvard”—and were eagerly
anticipating “a new philosophical era, that was to grow from logic and semantics”.®” Though
Quine’s mature epistemology is indebted to Lewis’ work, archival evidence shows that he was
not impressed by the latter’s conceptual pragmatism in the first stages of his career. He believed
it was methodologically flawed and viewed Carnap’s syntax project as “[t]he way out of the
jungle”.%8 His dissertation was a generalization of Principia Mathematica and prompted
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Whitehead to claim that Quine was his first student to “understand exactly”” what he and Russell
“had been up against” in their magnum opus.®® Nagel’s dissertation was titled On the Logic of
Measurement and built on the views of Russell and Whitehead, too. He viewed Cambridge
University the “holy of holies in philosophy” and published mostly technical work in the first
years of his career.”® This analytic focus might explain why Nagel, after a trip to Europe in
1934, wrote a two-part overview of “analytic philosophy in Europe”, suggesting that the
scholars he had met in Cambridge, Vienna, Prague, and Lwow primarily shared Russell’s
method of “logical analysis”.”* Quine had visited Europe two years earlier and had spent his
most fruitful period with Carnap in Prague. Back in the United States, Nagel and Quine became
advocates for logical positivism and played a crucial role in helping European scientific
philosophers find positions in North America.

Similar stories can be told about scientists and speculative philosophers who helped
promote logical positivism in North America. The physicist Victor Lenzen, the neo-behaviorist
E. C. Tolman, and the neo-idealist Northrop all contributed to the reception of logical
positivism but primarily had backgrounds in scientific philosophy. Lenzen had been one of
Russell’s students at Harvard and later travelled to England to study with the master himself.
Edward Tolman was a student of the neo-realist E. B. Holt, who had used Russell’s logic to
analyze the concept of consciousness.”> And Northrop was a student of Whitehead who
primarily worked on the implications of relativity theory and who introduced ‘Philosophy of
Science’ to the Yale curriculum.” All of them made important contributions to the reception
of logical positivism in one way or another. Lenzen published a number of early papers and
reviews on what he deemed to be a “very important positivistic movement in Central Europe”.’
Tolman visited the Vienna Circle in 1933 and attempted to do for psychology what the “logical
positivists . . . have already done . . . for physics”.” Northrop travelled to Berlin to meet
Reichenbach and concluded that the latter’s work on relativity was exactly “the kind of thing
we need in philosophy”, helping the German professor with letters when he was searching for
a position in America.”®

What all these people shared, in sum, was a scientific conception of philosophy.
Pragmatism played a role via Lewis, Morris, and the shades of Peirce and James, but this was
not the only, let alone the central focus of the American response to logical positivism. In fact,
even Lewis and Morris do not seem to have viewed the Vienna Circle through an exclusively
pragmatist lens.”” Morris discussed a broad range of affiliated movements in an overview paper
on the state of “American Scientific Philosophy”, arguing that it was primarily “the influence
of Bertrand Russell” that “facilitated the building of intellectual bridges” between American
and European philosophers of science.”® And Lewis did not just focus on the connections
between positivism and pragmatism in his aforementioned presidential address. Rather, he
opened his lecture with the observation that a variety of developments had prompted attention
for the “empirical-meaning requirement”, including American neo-realism, Russellian neo-
realism, operationism, and Whitehead’s method of extensive abstraction.” Actually, Lewis had
had been one of the first philosophers to have observed the rise of scientific philosophy in
America. A decade before his address, Lewis had noted the emergence of a “new movement in
Philosophy” sparked by the “revolutionary advances in logic, in mathematical, and in physical
theory”, such that “the partitions between these subjects have become thin or disappeared” as
they all developed “in the direction of greater comprehensiveness and increased rigor”.°
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Reconstructing the development of American scientific philosophy does not just help us situate
the people who helped promote the Vienna Circle. A better understanding of this period also
sheds new light on why logical positivism came to be identified with verificationism, reductive
empiricism, and radical opposition to metaphysics. Several debates within the U.S. community
were converging toward questions about meaning, and many of these reached a climax in the
exact period when Americans first learned about ‘the new movement in European philosophy’.

The most prominent example of such a discussion is the cross-disciplinary dialogue on
the implications of special and general relativity. At first, American responses to Einstein’s
theory had been rather shallow. Physicists were fixed on the question whether relativity is
sufficiently supported by experimental findings and philosophers focused on its compatibility
with various metaphysical views on space and time.2! In the late 1920s, however, the
conversation gradually turned to questions about meaning. Arthur Lovejoy, one of the most
prominent opponents of special relativity, read Einstein as a physicist-philosopher who had
raised the question what “we really mean when we predicate the attribute ‘simultaneity’ of two
or more events”, and argued that the Swiss-German physicist relied on an implausibly strict
“experimental theory of meaning”.8? His opponent E. B. McGilvary accepted Lovejoy’s
premise but drew the opposite conclusion, suggesting that Lovejoy had misunderstood
Einstein’s meaning criterion.® The best-known version of this interpretation came from the
Harvard physicist P. W. Bridgman, who went so far as to claim that Einstein’s perspective on
what “concepts ... are and should be” was his “greatest contribution” to science.®* Whereas
traditional physicists had defined concepts in terms of properties, thereby running the risk that
some concepts (e.g. absolute time) do not designate anything in nature, Einstein proposed to
define concepts in experimental terms, such that “we mean by any concept nothing more than
a set of operations”.®

Debates in the foundations of psychology were equally concerned with meaning.
Bridgman’s operationist approach had a tremendous impact on the field, encouraging
experimental psychologists to argue that the continuous squabbles between different schools
could be ended if the discipline adopted “a straightforward procedure for the definition and
validation of concepts”. The psychophysicist S. S. Stevens called for a “revolution” to end all
revolutions, demanding operational definitions of all theoretical concepts in psychology.2 And
the recently graduated B. F. Skinner used Bridgman’s approach to redefine key concepts of the
behaviorist framework.8” Their operationist perspectives were new, their focus on clear and
shared definitions was not. Already in 1918, the American Psychological Association had
appointed a special committee to “consider questions of psychological definitions” for
fundamental terms in psychology. In response to complaints that “much of the confusion in
recent discussion of psychological facts ... seems due to mutual misunderstanding of the
different meanings attached to the same terms”, the committee produced longs lists of
definitions of central psychological concepts throughout the interbellum.®

Finally, there was a substantive debate about meaning in philosophy proper, much of it
sparked by Russell’s “On Propositions: What They Are and How They Mean”. Early in his
career, Russell had “thought of language as [a] transparent ... medium which could be
employed without paying attention to it”.8% But he had begun to study the work of American
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behaviorists and gradually developed a more naturalist perspective on language, concluding
that philosophers had done too “little towards explaining the nature of the relation called
‘meaning’”.% Russell’s remark hit a nerve. Both Mind and the Aristotelian Society organized
symposia on “the problem of meaning” and Anglophone philosophy journals published dozens
of papers on the topic in the early 1920s, including contributions by critical realists,
pragmatists, idealists, and phenomenologists.®*

Crucially, some of these discussions overlapped with debates about empirical
reduction. The view that philosophers and scientists ought to adopt an empiricist theory of
meaning was often interpreted in phenomenalist terms. If concepts are synonymous with sets
of empirical findings, and if we interpret such findings as “complexes of sense data”, we should
be able to “build up the world ... from the data of sense”.% In doing so, philosophers were,
again, inspired by Russell, who was widely viewed as having sketched such a program in his
1914 Lowell Lectures.®® It is not surprising, therefore, that Carnap’s Aufbau was also
interpreted as a foundationalist project. Archival evidence reveals that several American
philosophers read the book through a Russellian lens. The logician John Cooley described the
Aufbau as a “very ingenious” work which attempted to “use the methods of symbolic logic to
work out a strictly positivistic philosophy, more or less on the lines which Russell indicated”.%*
C. I. Lewis wrote that Carnap, like Russell, sought to show that all meaningful terms are
translatable in terms of constituents identifiable in actual experience.®® And Quine, who came
to popularize this reading in “Two Dogmas”, already interpreted the Aufbau as a
foundationalist project when he first studied the book in 1933. In a letter, he argued that Carnap
“paved the way for carrying out in detail that to which Russell has merely pointed”. Comparing
Carnap’s book with Whitehead and Russell’s logicist project, he argued that the Aufbau had
done for empiricism what the Principia had done for “the antecedent purely philosophical
suggestion that mathematics is a form of logic.%

Finally, it also should not be a surprise that Americans focused on the positivists’
opposition to metaphysics. U.S. scientific philosophy, we have seen, regularly flirted with anti-
speculative positions and was sometimes even characterized as a discipline that aimed “to avoid

. metaphysical presuppositions” altogether.®” In practice, however, its contributors were
informed by a variety of metaphysical frameworks. Lovejoy’s rejection of special relativity
was a consequence of his “temporal realism”, whereas many of his opponents interpreted
Einstein’s theory as evidence for a neo-idealist cosmology.®® And though the increased
attention for empiricist theories of meaning put pressure on this speculative side of scientific
philosophy, even full-fledged operationists did not draw the conclusion that all metaphysics is
meaningless.®® Logical positivism, on the other hand, appeared to carry these empiricist ideas
to their natural conclusion, combining a scientific philosophy with a verificationist theory of
meaning and a comprehensive rejection of metaphysical speculation. In doing so, their views
became the focal point of a controversy that had already been brewing within U.S. scientific
philosophy, effectively creating a wedge between analytic and speculative philosophers of
science. The former group viewed logical positivism as an effective way to get rid of the “large
residue of uncritical speculation in many writings which claim to be scientific”.1® The latter
held that metaphysical speculation was conducive to “scientific discovery” and viewed the
Vienna School as an obstacle to “the development of a philosophy which is scientific”.10t
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V. Context: European scientific philosophy

The logical positivists themselves, meanwhile, were well aware of these American
developments. Though there were few official intercontinental visits until the late 1920s, there
was plenty of communication between the two communities to allow a fruitful exchange of
ideas.'%2 European positivists were familiar with many of the above discussions and some of
these debates even appear to have affected their development.

The first contacts between American and European scientific philosophers were
established in 1923, when Carnap visited New York for a few days on a trip to Mexico. The
logician-philosopher informally attended a congress of the American Mathematical Society
and had private meetings with a number of mathematicians, including some of the
aforementioned postulate theorists (e.g. Huntington, Keyser, and J. W. Young). Carnap was
surprised to learn about the rise of “mathematical philosophy” and wrote about it in a letter to
Reichenbach. He described the growing “interest in ... mathematical logic” within this
“philosophical school of thought” and used the occasion to review the local literature. In his
letter, Carnap included a list of Anglophone publications in philosophy of science, expressing
his surprise about the amount of “valuable work that has been done and is important for us”.1%

A few years later, American academics also started to travel in the opposite direction.
Especially Dickinson S. Miller and C. A. Strong, both involved in the American realist
movement, exchanged ideas with their European colleagues. Miller frequently attended
meetings of the Vienna Circle in 1926 and “provided stimulating epistemological discussions”
by defending a “point of view [close] to neo-realism™.1% The retired Columbia professor had
been a friend of William James but was skeptical about his pragmatism and favored a more
analytic approach.'% Strong was one of the founding philosophers of the critical realist
movement and occasionally invited Feigl to talk about recent developments in physics. The
philosopher-psychologist had contributed to the aforementioned debates on ‘the meaning of
meaning’ and Russell’s reductionist project.'% He likely helped finance Feigl’s year at Harvard
when the latter was unable to find a position in the increasingly hostile German academic
world. 1%

Once in the United States, Feigl had weekly meetings with Bridgman, whom he revered
for his “astonishing theoretical knowledge and an even more admirable instinct when it comes
to foundational questions”.'% He also regularly met with Lewis, who had just published a paper
discussing Bridgman’s and Eddington’s empiricist theories of meaning.'% But his most regular
contact was Susanne Langer, a student of Whitehead who had written a dissertation titled “A
Logical Analysis of Meaning” a few years before. Langer was convinced that Russell’s
“method of logical analysis” was the “only method” in philosophy and organized a regular
logic discussion group, which Feigl dubbed the ‘Langer Zirkel’ in a letter to Schlick.?
Incidentally, Langer is sometimes credited as the first philosopher to employ the term ‘analytic
philosophy’ in a way closely resembling contemporary use. She rejected the label ‘scientific
philosophy’ because of its experimental connotations and proposed to use the term ‘logical’ or
‘analytic philosophy’ instead.!!!

A year earlier, Schlick had spent a term at Stanford as a visiting professor and had used
the occasion to study Bridgman’s work.'!? Schlick reviewed the latter’s The Logic of Modern
Physics and later adopted some central aspects of the operationist framework in his own
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thinking about meaning.!'® After his return to Vienna, he was confronted with similar
verificationist ideas through a series of conversations with Wittgenstein, who had spent a year
at Cambridge and was also influenced by Anglophone analytic philosophers.'** Recent work
has shown that these conversations severely impacted the Circle’s development in 1930, when
Waismann presented Wittgenstein’s views in a sequence of Circle meetings.'* Thomas Uebel
has argued that even Carnap briefly came to adopt a foundationalist variant of verificationism
in the wake of these discussions.*'® And though Carnap quickly abandoned such views after a
debate with Neurath, this brief shift seems to have had a lasting effect on his interpretation of
the Aufbau project. Even in his intellectual autobiography, written a quarter century later,
Carnap claims that he wrote the Aufbau in a period when he “believed that the task of
philosophy consists in reducing all knowledge to a basis in certainty”.1!" It is likely that this
shift explains why Carnap never attempted to correct the Russellian reading of his book.
Blumberg and Feigl’s article, therefore, appeared at a moment when the Viennese were
earnestly toying with many of the ideas espoused in their paper. Considering Blumberg’s
American background and Feigl’s various contacts with American scientific philosophers
throughout the 1920s (e.g. Strong, Miller, Bridgman, Lewis, Blumberg, Whitehead, Sheffer,
and Langer), they must also have had a pretty solid understanding of the American intellectual
climate. Their paper seems to have been an attempt to integrate the discussions Feigl witnessed
in the last Circle meetings before he left Europe with their knowledge about the debates that
were occupying U.S. scientific philosophers. Their solution seems to have been to present
logical positivism as a (superior) position within this conversation. Instead of promoting the
wissenschaftliche Weltauffassung as an intellectual stance that (1) rejects doctrinal philosophy
and that (2) offers a more fruitful conception of what scientific philosophy is or ought to be,
Feigl and Blumberg presented logical positivism as a philosophical ‘ism’ offering improved
solutions to questions that were debated by American scientific philosophers (e.g. puzzles
about meaning, phenomenalism, and the status of metaphysics) and that reflected some of the
latest discussions in the Circle. They emphasized logical positivism’s “sound theory of
meaning”, its rejection of metaphysical propositions, and its superior understanding of logic.
In doing so they presented logical positivism as a distinctively philosophical alternative to
“realism and idealism”, which relied on shady metaphysical presuppositions; as well as an
alternative to pragmatism, which neglected “pure logic” by “confusing it with psychology”.*'°

V. Conclusion

Pragmatism scholars and historians of logical empiricism typically tell two conflicting stories
about the development of twentieth-century philosophy. The former tend to focus on the
‘Golden Age of American Philosophy’ and accuse European positivists of having replaced a
rich and refined intellectual culture with an overly technical, analytic approach that contributed
to the demise of public philosophy. Logical empiricism scholars emphasize the diverse
community of scientific philosophers in Central Europe and blame the practically-oriented
pragmatists for having reduced a radical yet subtle world conception to a set of naive doctrines
about meaning, method, and metaphysics.
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Neither story is convincing. Historians of American philosophy overestimate the
influence of the European refugees. It is a mistake to suppose that a small number of émigrés
could overturn a philosophical culture that had dominated the conversation for more than thirty
years. Logical positivism could only become a success because there had been a growing
community of scientific philosophers within the United States. Though the Europeans may
have accelerated this development, their views only had an impact because they were eagerly
embraced by a community which itself promoted a scientific approach, a collaborative attitude,
and (in some cases) an analytic method and a sceptical attitude toward metaphysics.

Logical empiricism scholars, on the other hand, tend to underestimate the influence of
European scientific philosophers. In writing about or responding to the positivists, American
philosophers were not just making up doctrines. They were closely following what people in
Berlin and Vienna themselves had to say about their ideas. Most early commentators on logical
positivism in the U.S. literature had been in direct contact with Carnap, Feigl, Schlick, and/or
Reichenbach and they came to perceive their views as a distinct philosophical ‘ism” because
Blumberg and Feigl had defined their views in precisely this way. And though it is likely that
some nuances got lost in translation when Americans started to write about these views, there
is little evidence that their continental colleagues tried to correct the emerging standard reading
about logical positivism. Nor did they help disseminate Neurath’s and Frank’s alternative
conceptions of scientific philosophy. Instead of contributing to U.S. debates on science and
society, or to the more technical discussions on the foundations of physics, psychology, and
mathematics, most of their first American publications only helped solidify the received view.

This paper has presented an alternative and intellectually more inclusive narrative that
aims to do justice to logical positivism’s complex origin story. Instead of presenting American
philosophers as passive recipients of an invasive, foreign philosophical culture; or European
refugees as victims of a deeply flawed reception history, | have aimed to contextualize the
genesis of the received view. | have argued that the standard reading has roots in both academic
communities, sketching the development of U.S. scientific philosophy and the ways in which
European positivists simulated, and to some extent even helped create, the standard
interpretation. In addition, | have argued that all of this happened in the late 1920s and early
1930s, showing that the received view was well-established before the publication of
Language, Truth, and Logic or the rise of postpositivist philosophy.1?°

In questioning existing narratives about the received view, | do not wish to rehabilitate
it. On the contrary, | believe that historians have convincingly shown that it is mistake to
identify logical empiricism with a single set of philosophical theses about meaning, method,
and metaphysics. There simply were no doctrines that all scientific philosophers shared.
Instead, | have tried to answer the question when and why the received view emerged, thereby
proposing an alternative story about its development. | have argued that the standard story
emerged because it facilitated communication between intellectual cultures that had worked in
relative isolation since 1914. And | have argued that it had an important function for each of
their internal developments. For Americans, it became the focal point of a variety of
interdisciplinary discussions on the foundations of physics, mathematics, and psychology.
Many of these debates had gradually been converging toward questions about meaning and
logical positivism seemed to carry these ideas to their natural conclusion. Even philosophers
and scientists who opposed these conclusions were genuinely interested in what the Viennese
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had to say and they saw logical positivism as an open invitation to explain why its
verificationist demands were too strict. For European scientific philosophers, the received view
had an important function too. Members of the Vienna Circle had gradually acquainted
themselves with Anglophone debates throughout the 1920s. They had regular contact with
American colleagues (e.g. Keyser, Huntington, Miller, Strong, and Blumberg) and Schlick had
been studying Bridgman’s work to prepare for his term at Stanford. He adopted some aspects
of the operationist framework; and strictly verificationist ideas came to dominate the Circle for
a brief period in the wake of his conversations with Wittgenstein. And though these positions
were quickly abandoned by people like Carnap and Neurath, they were a catalyst for the
emerging split between left-wing and right-wing logical positivism. In addition, they
accelerated the growing rift between the Vienna Circle and the Berlin group as Reichenbach
and his colleagues were strongly opposed to reductive phenomenalism and strict
verificationism.

Both in Europe and in the United States, in sum, the received view stimulated the
internal development of scientific philosophy. Moreover, it helped bridge cultural barriers
between these communities when the Europeans were forced to leave their home continent. As
such, this study reveals that it can be fruitful to reconstruct the development of a ‘caricature’,
even if it is a gross misinterpretation of a movement’s actual position. Though it is mistake to
identify logical positivism with a set of radically empiricist doctrines about meaning, method,
and metaphysics, one can learn a great deal about the diverse community of American and
European scientific philosophers if one examines when and why it came to be perceived as
such.
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