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Historical Note 

his paper sought to state in a concise and comparatively informal, unsystematic, 
and more accessible form the more technical approach the author developed 

during a research fellowship 1974-75 at the Max-Planck-Institut in Starnberg, 
Germany. The ideas presented in this paper are more fully developed in a book-
length monograph, Metalogic of Reference: A Study in the Foundations of Possibility, 
published in 1975 by the Max-Planck-Gesellschaft but not widely distributed, and as 
a consequence copies are difficult to obtain. Time and life permitting, the author 
plans to re-issue the work as an open access publication. 
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2014 

T 



METHODOLOGY AND SCIENCE 

"*•wlla:lplbrtJty l011nutl tor tile Emplrfcol Stlllfly 
11/ * F� o1 Sdltrw:e tllld tltdr ��� 

THE IDEA OF A METALOGIC OF REFERENCE * 

by 

STEVEN BARTLE'IT 

Department of Philosophy, Saint Louis University, Saint Louis, Missouri 

Introduction 

I would like to address the interests of an approach in philosophy 
which seeks to disclose and to investigate basic commitments involved 
when questions are raised about the possibility of experience, the possibil
ity of knowledge, or the possibility of theory in general. A concern for the 
structure of the possible has, since Kant, traditionally gone by the name 
'transcendental'. The basic commitments or investments involved in doing 
transcendental philosophy will be central to what I wish to treat here. 
In a sense, then, the context for what follows intends to offer a basis 
for a metacritique of transcendental philosophy. 

I have been persuaded that a transcendental approach can gain a help
ful measure of clarity and precision by shifting from the traditional Kant
ian perspective to a point of view that emphasizes the nature of referring. 
This shift, as I propose to describe it, provides an effective means for 
confirming transcendental results. A need for ways to demonstrate the 
validity of transcendental claims will bring me to a discussion of what I 

term 'self-validating logics'. 
To be specific, I will (i) suggest a rationale behind shifting to the 

perspective of referring, (ii) propose a general metalogic of reference tha� 
retains the interests of transcendental philosophy, (iii) describe the use

fulness of self-validating logics in this context, and (iv) conclude with 
some remarks about the value of transcendental philosophy, referring, 
and the idea of self-validating logics for philosophy of science. 

• Research reported here was partially supported by a grant from the Max-Planck
Gesol.lscbaft. 
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The transcendental approach 

Transcendental philosophy finds its orientation in a movement away 
from a reflection on the actual as such, to a study of the preconditions of 
its possibility. The concept of possibility is fundamental to the trans· 

cendental approach, although exactly what possibility is has remained 
vague in the literature of the transcendental perspective. There are a 
number of alternative conceptions of possibility. I will suggest six of these, 
in an approximate order of concepts of increasing generality. This 
sequence will serve to determine a highly general, comprehensive sense of 
possibility, in terms of which a rationale for the shift I propose will be 
evident. The alternative views are these: 

1. What is possible refers to future alternative states of a physical 
· system. 

2. The StoiC·Diodorean view: What is possible refers to what is 
or will be. 
The Aristotelian·Megarian view: What is possible includes what 
is, will be, or has been. 

· 3. What is possible relates to the status of a description of an 
event which is not excluded by the known laws of nature. 

4. What is possible is classically free of contradiction. 
5. What is possible includes those real or abstract objects of 

reference, of which we can predicate what are ordinarily 
considered to be incompatible propositions. 
(I have in mind such ascriptions of properties as are frequently 
termed 'complementary' in elementary particle physics). 

To these five views of possibility, a sixth is added that offers some promise 
as a highly inclusive concept of possibility. 

6. What is possible can be understood as a function of an analysis 
of preconditions of valid referring. This view will be developed 
in what follows. 

The general idea of a metalogic of reference 

It is convenient to talk about referring in the context of an analysis 
of descriptions. Both in ordinary usage and in the natural and behavioral 
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sciences descriptions are relied upon to serve a variety of referential 
functions. 

The referential character of descriptions can be analyzed in terms of the 
commitments descriptions entail. A description presupposes certain 
commitments to a framework or family of similarly constituted frame
works. These commitments can be made explicit by thinking, for example, 
of the general, frequently quite vague, rules or conventions which lend 
some form of organization to admissible descriptions that can be articu
lated in the context of a given framework of reference. Since the relation
ship between conditions of reference and any description is logically prior 
(in the sense intended by transcendental philosophy in the Kantian tra
dition) to the formulation of any specific description as a necessary pre
supposition of it, it seems justified to speak of "referential preconditions". 

Referential preconditions are restrictions The hierarchy of different 
concepts of possibility 1. - 6. is actually a list of various ways of enforcing 

restrictions as to what sorts of possibles we are prepared to speak of. So, 

an interest in preconditions of reference can be understood as an interest 
in sketching out a certain sort of general map of a domain of objects 
for which we want to assure the possibility of valid referring. 

These preconditions of reference can be approached in either of two 
different ways: On the one hand, a study may be undertaken of a specific 
framework of identification: e.g., the framework presupposed in develop
ing a general phenomenology of human visual perception, or the frame
work presupposed by quantum mechanical descriptions, involving the use 
of special kinds of measuring devices as well as an explicit or implicit 
theory of measurement which permits the significant use of apparatus 
and interpretation of observations. On the other hand, a study may be 
undertaken of the very general principles which seem to underlie an 
entire group of special identification frameworks: e.g., from the standpoint 
of a phenomenological account of objectivity, the group of identification 

frameworks -visual, auditory, tactile, etc. -that together provide a basis 
for the constitution of objectivity, or alternatively, the family of concep
tual frameworks with which we are acquainted in the natural sciences, 
which together determine what is to be understood by 'nature'. 

It is in this second sense -the sense in which a study is possible of the 
general principles of reference that underlie a group of identification 
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frameworks - that it is appropriate to speak of a general metalogic of 
reference. At this point, then, a metalogic of reference appears to furnish 
a contat for a refiection on the nature of theories in general, where 
specific cases may be a theory of experienCe, a theory of knowledge, or 
any of the various natural or behavioral scientific theories. 

Initially, then, my interest is a purely abstract one- without regard for 
any special theoretical identification framework; without attending, at 
least in the beginning, to framework-specific rules and conventions - in 
short, to study pervasive constraints that condition valid referring. 

One approach to these highly general and abstract metalogical pre
conditions of referring is suggested if we think in terms of the kinds of 
second-order constraints which first-order constraints of a special iden
tification framework must obey to avoid self-referential inconsistency. 

What I mean by 'self-referential inconsistency' would involve a more 
technical discussion than I can undertake here, but the basic idea is 
simple. It is this: Paul Lorenzen, in a different context, refers to what he 
calls "elementary ways of speaking". He says: 

the decision to accept elementary ways of speaking is not a matter 
of argument. It does not make sense to ask for an 'explanation', or 
to ask for a 'reason'. For to ask for such things demands a much 
more complicated use of language than the use of elementary sen
tences itself. If you ask such questions, in other words, you have 
already accepted at least the use of elementary sentences. • 

A self-referentially inconsistent use of elementary sentences in Lorenzen's 
context would involve the decision to employ elementary sentences in 
doubting the justification of using them. 

The main difference between Lorenzen's view and the idea of a meta
logic of reference lies in this fact: In a metalogic of reference we are 
concerned not with elementary usages of the language we, in fact, em
ploy, but with "elementary" means of referring of such a kind that they 
immediately are involved if we consider referring as a pure possibility. 
In other words, the very possibility of calling such means of referring 

• Paul Lorenzen: Normative Logic and Ethics (Mannheim/Zi.irich: Bibliographisches 
Institut 1969), p. 14. Cf. also P. Lorenzen: Einfuhrung in die operative Logik und 
Mathematik (Berlin: Springer 1969). 
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into question presupposes them as elementary. 
It is here that the idea of a metalogic of reference can be developed 

by resorting to what I call self-validating logics. I am motivated to talk 

about logics in order to furnish a context-relative means to test the same 
kinds of claims which a Kantian transcendental deduction seeks to justify. 
A self-validating logic, unlike a transcendental deduction, is fairly simple. 

To make clear what I have in mind, let us suppose we wish to study 
what we believe to be a basic premiss of referring: 

If we assume we want to think or talk about a collection of objects 
of various sorts, we are compelled to allow some means for this thinking 
or talking about them to proceed - we must be permitted somehow to 
refer to what we want to think or talk about. This is trivially true, and 
therefore I take it as basic. 

Consider a candidate for a postulate in a metalogic of reference: If a 
metalogic of reference is to constitute a self-validating logic (or family of 
logics), then its axioms and postulates will themselves be self-validating, 
in this sense: 

A postulate is self-validating if its denial will result in self-referential 

inconsistency. 

Let us consider the following as a potential elementary postulate for 
referring, which it seems apt to describe as a "rule of referential counter
exemplification": 

The assertion of the impossibility of referring to an individual 
something metalogically implies that reference is made to that 
thing; 

This postulate self-validates as follows: Reference must be made to 
that individual something if it is to be possible to say that reference 
to it is impossible. The self-validation consists in the fact that a denial 
of the possibility of referring to an individual something is self-referen
tially inconsistent. 

Now, if for the purposes of my informal treatment here it can be 
allowed that it may be possible to determine a significant number of 
self-validating axioms and postulates, and then to relate them in a unified 
and well-ordered formal system, then we would arrive at the idea of a 
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self-validating logic. It would differ from an ordinary formal system in 
that its elementary propositions are not merely postulated with some 
element of arbitrariness, but present themselves as compelling our assent 
to them if we are to be able to refer at all, somewhat in the manner of 
Lorenzen's elementary ways of speaking. 

Were this to be accomplished, we would gain a significant measure of 
metalogical understanding of the most fundamental commitments involved 
in referring, an understanding that can be justified by appeal to self
validating demonstrations. 

We are then not very far from being able to apply these results so 
as to better our understanding of, for example, the fundamental structure 
of a natural scientific theory. For a theory, there will be some domain(s) 
of objects in which its interests lie, and there will of necessity be an 
assortment of ways at the disposal of the scientist to refer to the objects 
he studies. The scientist is particularly desirous, one might add, of 
supplying a basis for the kind of referring his formal theory, schema 
of interpretation, and domain of objects oblige him to have. For, as a 
scientist, he chooses to respond to a need to bring the referring descriptions 
for which his conceptual framework provides a basis as close to the 

ideal of unambiguous identification as possible. And this objective is 
satisfiable only if fundamental commitments involved in the scientist's use 
of referring descriptions are made explicit and can be seen not to conflict 
with the theoretic claims he wishes to make. 

Transcendental philosophy of science taken in this sense has several 
functions: to elucidate the referential preconditions basic to specific 
theories and shared by groups of theories, to detect self-referentially 
inconsistent patterns of referring, and finally to suggest valid ways of 
referring to replace unsound ones. To these descriptive, critical, and 
prescriptive functions may be added a fourth - a preventative task: to 
furnish guidelines in the form of a usable metalogic which can serve 
the interests of self-conscious and consistent theory construction. 

The association with the medical model is obvious. The descriptive, 
critical-diagnostic, prescriptive, and preventative functions in a trans
cendental philosophical context are intended to contribute to the needs 
of theoretical soundness; the physician accepts identical functions in 
attending to the needs of human physical and emotional health. The 
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analogy between sickness and theoretical inconsistency, between medicine 
and philosophical therapy may to some comprise a repugnant model, 
but, at the same time, to deny description criticism, or criticism positive 
prescription, or positive prescription preventative recommendation, will to 
many seem arbitrary and irresponsible. 

An interesting and useful philosophical reflection on the foundational 
structure of ·scientific theories I believe is offered by a metalogic of 
reference: Critical and close attention would be paid to the interconnection 
between the ways of referring essential to a theory and the objects to 
which the possibility of access is thereby assured, and between these ways 
of referring to a domain of objects, and the interpretation placed upon 
findings from that perspective. The understanding acquired could not 
wish to take the place of the natural scientist's own comprehension of his 
field, but it would be a qualitatively different kind of understanding, 
perhaps more analytically self-conscious, and ought, one would think, 

serve to enhance, to complement, and to render more precise the outlook 
of both unphilosophical scientists and non-scientifically oriented philo
sophers. 

Summary 

The author shifts the perspective of transcendental philosophy from its 
traditional Kantian orientation to the point of view afforded by an 
analysis of preconditions of referring. This shift in perspective is proposed 
in order to gain clarity and precision, and to provide a means for demon
strating certain of the results of transcendental philosophy. 

An attempt is made to achieve systematic clarity for a concept central 
to the· transcendental approach, the concept of possibility. The idea of a 
general metalogic of reference is proposed as supplying a highly inclusive 
framework from the standpoint of which preconditions of possible 
reference can be investigated. 

The usefulness of self-validating logics for transcendental philosophy 
is suggested as furnishing a metalogical resource for transcendental 
demonstration. 

The author concludes with a discussion of the value of a transcendental 
metalogic of reference for philosophy of science. 
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