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Preface

Logical positivism took shape in Europe but it took hold in the United States. It emerged from
discussions between philosophers and scientists in Vienna and Berlin; but it transformed
philosophy after its best-known representatives fled fascism and sought refuge in North
America. The logical positivists fundamentally changed how American scholars approached
the study of science and they contributed to the rise of a new, ‘analytic’ conception of
philosophy that still dominates the field today. Allies hailed its clarity and methodological
rigor, welcoming it as the philosophy to end all philosophies. Critics dismissed it as sterile and
reductive and tried to keep it out of American philosophy departments. Outside university
walls, logical positivism got caught up in a culture war that greatly affected public debate in
the 1950s and 1960s. Religious leaders and countercultural essayists warned their readers about
the dangers of a philosophy that entails that moral questions are strictly speaking meaningless.
Others embraced it as a breath of fresh air, celebrating logical positivism as a model of modern,
scientific thinking in an age when science and technology helped the United States become a
world power.

How could a small group of academic migrants—Rudolf Carnap, Herbert Feigl, Carl
Gustav Hempel, Hans Reichenbach and others—Ieave such a deep imprint on American
thought? And how did logical positivism itself change in the wake of their migration? This
book presents an American history of logical positivism, arguing that the key to these questions
lies in a better understanding of the intellectual and cultural climate that proved so susceptible
to the émigrés’ ideas. Drawing on a wealth of archival material—personal and professional
correspondence, notebooks, diaries, course catalogues, institutional records, interviews, and
articles in contemporary newspapers and magazines—this book reconstructs logical
positivism’s American development and legacy.

In offering an ‘American history’, this book does not just shift the perspective from
Europe to the United States, tracing the migrants’ activities in their new home country. It
presents an American history in a more substantive sense. Logical positivism is often portrayed
as an invasive species that contributed to the demise of a distinctively American intellectual
culture. Roy Wood Sellars once described it as “a new kind of colonialism” led by “Viennese
scientists” who knew little about American philosophy (1969, vi, 28). Richard Rorty wrote
about a “take over” by European migrants who “showed up thanks to Hitler and various other
historical contingencies” (1982, 214; 1995, 70). This book presents an alternative perspective,
arguing that logical positivism was predominantly a product of transatlantic exchange. In the
1910s and 1920s, I argue, a diverse coalition of American new realists, operationists, logicians,
scientific pragmatists, and philosophers of physics had already lain the groundwork, such that
connections between these groups and their European colleagues gave rise to an international
community of ‘scientific philosophers’. After the war, logical positivism became more than a
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school of philosophy when American intellectuals, journalists, and religious leaders repurposed
its ideas for broad cultural discussions about the relation between science and religion; as well
as the connection between science, technology, and politics. To understand logical positivism’s
impact, this book argues, one should not only study the activities of the émigrés but also
consider the intellectual, institutional, and cultural climate that facilitated logical positivism’s
rise and fall.

This book is divided into four parts. Part I traces the development of American
philosophy in the decades before the intellectual migration, showing how local discussions
about logic and the theory of relativity created fertile ground for a new conception of
philosophy (Chapters 2—4). Part II reconstructs the (first) encounters between European and
American philosophers and scientists in the 1920s and 1930s, showing how these exchanges
helped shape the contours of what we nowadays know as logical positivism (Chapters 5-7).
Part III analyzes how central features of the positivists’ conception of philosophy became
ingrained into academic practice when U.S. universities had to expand and rejuvenate in the
years after the war (Chapter 8—10). And Part IV analyzes the cultural narratives that came to
define logical positivism’s legacy and place in the history of American philosophy—stories
that still inform our understanding of the movement today (Chapters 11-13). Each part is
concluded with a quantitative analysis of the philosophical literature in the corresponding
period, supplementing this book’s studies of specific philosophers and institutions with a
broader-scale overview of the discipline’s development in the long twentieth century
(Appendices I-1V). All material that was used to generate the tables and figures in these
appendices are available in an online supplement at https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.17376602.

Some chapters of this book draw on earlier work. Chapter 4 is based on “The Reception
of Relativity in American Philosophy”, published in Philosophy of Science (2024b), and uses
material from “Psychological Operationisms at Harvard: Skinner, Boring, and Stevens”,
published in Journal of the History of the Behavioral Sciences (2021). Chapter 5 combines
material from “The American Reception of Logical Positivism: First Encounters (1929—
1932)”, published in HOPOS: Journal of the International Society for the History of
Philosophy of Science (2020a) and “Logical Positivism: The History of a ‘Caricature’”,
published in Isis: A Journal of the History of Science Society (2024c). Chapter 6 includes
material from “Nagel’s Philosophical Development”, published in Ernest Nagel: Philosophy
of Science and the Fight for Clarity (2022a) and “Columbia Naturalism and the Analytic Turn:
Eclipse or Synthesis?”, published in American Philosophy and the Intellectual Migration
(2025¢). Chapter 7 is a rewritten and condensed version of the two-part paper “Coming to
America: Carnap, Reichenbach, and the Great Intellectual Migration”, published in Journal for
the History of Analytical Philosophy (2020bc), and includes material from “Carnap and
Reichenbach”, forthcoming in Rudolf Carnap Handbuch (forthcoming-a). Chapters 8 and 9
are based on the two-part paper “The Analytic Turn in American Philosophy: An Institutional
Perspective”, in HOPOS: Journal of the International Society for the History of Philosophy of
Science (2025de). Chapter 10 is based on “Golden Age/Gilded Cage: Logical Empiricism as
Analytic Philosophy”, forthcoming in Philosophy of Science: Past, Present and Future
(forthcoming-c). Sections 2.2-2.5 and Chapter 3 build on “External Relations: Russell, New
Realism, and the Harvard School of Logic”, forthcoming in Journal for the History of
Analytical Philosophy (forthcoming-b), “Susanne K. Langer and the Harvard School of

viii



Analysis”, published in The Bloomsbury Handbook of Susanne K. Langer (Bloomsbury
2024a), and “Naturalism”, published in the Routledge Handbook of the History of Philosophy
of Science (Routledge, 2026). Finally, some parts of Appendices I and II are based on
“Bibliometrics Beyond Citations: Introducing Mention Extraction and Analysis”, published in
Scientometrics (Petrovich, Verhaegh, Bos et al. 2024), and “The American Reception of
Logical Empiricism: A Mention-Based Bibliometric Analysis”, published in The Legacy of the
Vienna Circle (Verhaegh, Petrovich, and Bos 2025). Finally, the first section of Appendix IV
is based on the introduction to Philosophy of Science: Past, Present and Future (Love and
Verhaegh, forthcoming). I thank all these journals and publishers for granting permission to
reprint this material. Translations of German and French sources—published work and archival
documents—are mine unless indicated otherwise.

Yet this book is more than a collection of papers. Some chapters and appendices (1,
11-14, A.III) are completely new. Others mostly consist of new material (2, 6, A.I, A.Il, and
A.IV) or have been extensively rewritten (3—5, 7—10) to fill the gaps and avoid repetition. I am
greatly indebted to Adam Tamas Tuboly, Cheryl Misak, George Reisch, Matthias Neuber,
Stefaan Blancke, Thomas Uebel, and an anonymous reviewer for Oxford University Press, who
all read the penultimate draft of this book and saved me from many errors. In addition, I would
like to thank Alan Love, Bas van Fraassen, Benjamin Marschall, Christian Dambock, David
Atkinson, David Hollinger, Friedrich Stadler, Georg Schiemer, Jan Vrhovski, Joel Katzav,
Jonathan Strassfeld, Juliet Floyd, Lisa Kampen, Lona Gaikis, Marta Sznajder, Robert
Stalnaker, Sangam McDuff, Sebastien Gandon, members of the MCPS? reading group—
Bennett McNulty, Dejan Makovec, Jennifer Whyte, Kelli Barr, Moussa Mohammadian, and
Noah Friedman-Biglin—and audiences in Amsterdam, Antwerp, Boston, Budapest, Campinas,
Chicago, Diisseldorf, Frankfurt, Geneva, Ghent, Glasgow, Groningen, Hamilton, Jena,
Maastricht, Minneapolis, Montpellier, New Brunswick, Paris, Phoenix, Pittsburgh, Rome,
Tilburg, Turin, Utrecht, Vancouver, and Vienna for comments on individual chapters and the
papers on which they are based.

This project began in 2018, when I first visited the Wiener Kreis Archiv in Haarlem to
study the correspondence between Feigl and Moritz Schlick. Since then, I have had the
opportunity to examine dozens of archival collections, thanks to funding from the Dutch
Research Council (grants VI.Veni.275.20.064 and V1.Vidi.201.115), the Pittsburgh Center for
Philosophy of Science, the Bertrand Russell Research Center at McMaster University, and
since 2022, the European Research Council (grant 2021-STG, 101039904). I am much indebted
to archivists, curators, and collection specialists at UC Berkeley, University of Chicago,
Columbia University, Cornell University, Stadt und Universitétsbibliothek Frankfurt am Main,
Harvard University, Institute for Advanced Study, University of lowa, McMaster University,
University of Michigan, University of Minnesota, Noord-Hollands Archief, University of
Pennsylvania, University of Pittsburgh, Princeton University, Rockefeller Archives Center,
Stanford University, and Yale University, in particular Jon Klosinski and Jason Rampelt
(Archives of Scientific Philosophy), Kenneth Blackwell and Andrew Bone (Bertrand Russell
Research Center), and Erin George and Erin McBrien (University of Minnesota Archives) for
helping me find and get access to the material I needed to write this book. In addition, I would
like to thank everyone who helped me feel welcome at the University of Pittsburgh and at
McMaster University during my research stays in 2020 and 2022, in particular Carolyn Oblak,
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Edouard Machery, Tom Ricketts, and the visiting fellows at the Pittsburgh Center for
Philosophy of Science; and Alex Klein, Donovan Wishon, Jessica Bouchard, Johannes
Steizinger, Mark Johnstone, Rabia Awan, Sandra Lapointe, and the students of the course on
logical positivism | taught at McMaster. I am also indebted to the people who helped me
develop this book project into a viable grant proposal, including Corijn van Mazijk, Felipe
Romero, Jeanne Peijnenburg, Lotte Jaspers, Marielle Brouwer, Marta Sznajder, and my
wonderful colleagues at Tilburg University, in particular Eleanora Sciubba, Gijs Paaimans,
Inge van de Ven, Katarina Mihaljevic, and Matteo Colombo.

Most importantly, I would like to thank the amazing ‘Exiled Empiricists’ project team:
Claudia Cristalli, Eugenio Petrovich, Fons Dewulf, Ties van Gemert, and since 2023, Gregor
Bos and Nina [Jdens, as well as the project’s visiting fellows Alex Klein and Christian Feld-
bacher-Escamilla. This book would not have been possible without their philosophical and
methodological input, our fruitful project meetings, their constructive feedback on multiple
drafts of most of its chapters, and their contributions to the conception and development of
edhiphy, the database used to map the development of American philosophy in the appendices
of this book. Parts of Appendices I and II were co-authored with Eugenio Petrovich and Gregor
Bos; Christian Feldbacher-Escamilla reviewed the translations of the German source material
cited in Chapter 7; and Fons Dewulf kindly shared the transcripts of his oral history interviews
with, among others, Bas van Fraassen, Clark Glymour, and Helen Longino for the Exiled
Empiricists Oral History Project. Finally, I thank the people at Oxford University Press, in
particular Hannah Doyle, Lucie Randall, and Meredith Taylor, for their support and their
patience with this project.

When Carnap first visited the United States in 1923, he immediately recognized it as a
country of great scientific opportunities. In a letter to Heinrich Scholz, he predicted that it
would “have a more promising, intellectually fruitful future than people in our country usually
think”.! His prediction turned out to be correct, albeit for deeply tragic reasons he could not
have foreseen in the mid-1920s. Just one decade later, Reichenbach could already hail
‘Amerika’ as the country that was going to “continue German science” now that it had been
“driven out of its home”.? Today, the United States finds itself at a turning point. Authoritarian
politicians and profit-driven technology companies have proliferated the spread of
misinformation, turning the country from a forward-looking into a backward-looking nation.
Academic freedom is under severe threat and core scientific values are treated with suspicion
by the administration and a large share of the population. It is not surprising, therefore, that
scientists are now considering a move in the opposite direction. In February 2025, the German
Max Planck Society reported that it received an increasing number of applications from
American scientists and the president of the European Research Council told European
parliament that she hoped to present U.S. scientists with “a haven” after the second Trump
administration threatened to cut billions in science funding.? This book reconstructs the rise of

! Carnap to Heinrich Scholz, August 13, 1923, RCP, 102-72-09

2 Reichenbach to Wolfgang Kohler, February 4, 1935, HRP, 013-48-25.

3 “Haben Sie vielleicht Interesse, nach Deutschland zu kommen?”, Der Spiegel, February 8,
2025; “Europe Could be a ‘Haven’ for US Researchers, says ERC President”, Science Business,
February 27, 2025.



a philosophical movement that promoted a scientific world conception and actively combatted

the irrationalities of its time and age. I hope it will encourage and inspire readers to do the same
in the present.

Sander Verhaegh
Amsterdam
May 2026
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1. Introduction

On September 11, 1931, a hefty ocean liner arrived in the harbor of New York City. The ship,
measuring over nine hundred feet in length, had just passed Liberty Island and its
approximately two thousand passengers were eager to disembark. The luxurious RMS
Berengaria offered its first-class travelers plenty of entertainment—a ballroom, a Ritz-Carlton
restaurant, and a two-story Roman bath. But they all had been aboard for six days and were
looking forward to return home after a summer in Europe. Sir Richard Squires, Prime Minister
of Newfoundland, was on his way back after a summit in London. Eleanor Cummings, wife of
the Chicago railway magnate, had spent a few months in France. And the crew of the
Amberjack II, a small race yacht, was returning to the United States after finishing second place
in the Newport-Plymouth Trans-Atlantic Race.!

Yet not all passengers were North Americans who had visited the ‘old continent’. A
small group of European travelers was particularly relieved to set foot on U.S. soil. They had
crossed the Atlantic to escape the political climate in Europe and were hoping to start a new
life in the United States. One of them was Herbert Feigl, a tall and distinguished-looking
philosopher of science who had decided to emigrate because there were virtually no positions
for Jewish academics in the German-speaking world.? The twenty-eight-year-old philosopher
had published a monograph in the philosophy of physics, a book that had prompted Albert
Einstein to write him a recommendation letter, but it had been impossible to find a job. Austria
was led by a chancellor who supported a cap on Jewish scholars and the University of Vienna
rector had tried to reform the student regulation on ‘German-Aryan’ principles (Fenz 1978;
Stadler 1979; Sigmund 2017). Feigl had briefly worked at the Volkshochschule Wien, an
institute for adult education, but there was little chance of acquiring a permanent post.

It was not the first time that Feigl had to move countries because of his background.
About ten years earlier, when he had just graduated high school, Feigl and his cousin Arthur
Beer had tried to enroll at the University of Munich, located in what then was one of Europe’s
capitals of anti-Semitism. The two cousins had grown up in Liberec (Reichenberg), a small
textile city in Bohemia, nowadays part of the Czech Republic, and had stumbled upon an article
on relativity theory in an Austrian journal. They had been fascinated by the story and had
decided to study physics, mathematics, and philosophy in Munich, home to Arnold

' Layton (2011, ch. 8); “List of United States Citizens”, SS Berengaria, September 11, 1931,
Liberty Ellis Island Foundation; ‘“Premier, Back from London, Says Government Experts Aid
in Balancing Budget”, The New York Times, September 12, 1931; “Some Newlyweds and Their
Present Places of Residence”, Chicago Daily Tribune, July 15, 1931.

2 “List or Manifest of Alien Passengers for the United States Immigration Officer”, SS
Berengaria, September 11, 1931, Liberty Ellis Island Foundation; Feyerabend (1995, 116).



Sommerfeld, Einstein’s successor as chair of the German Physical Society. Pretty soon, they
had been entangled in the Kafkaesque procedures preventing Jewish students from entering the
lecture halls. The enrollment office demanded a permit of residence but the local authorities
would only grant the permit if they were admitted by the university. Feigl and his cousin
successfully contested the decision but soon after they received their documents, Munich
passed new even stricter regulations forcing the cousins to move to Vienna to continue their
studies (Feigl 1974, 5).

In the early 1920s, Feigl was able to continue his education by moving to a neighboring
country. By 1931 he had to cross an entire ocean to resume his career. Feigl and his wife had
boarded the Berengaria in Cherbourg, France, and were on their way to the Midwest, where
he would soon start a job as a lecturer at the State University of lowa. He was well aware that
American academia was not known for its hospitality to Jewish scientists either. But he had
been determined to travel to “any dirty place” if it would allow him to pursue his academic
interests, even if it was the “South or the Middle West”.> After the Harvard philosopher
Clarence Irving Lewis had helped him acquire the job, convincing the Dean of Iowa’s College
of Liberal Arts that there was “nothing disturbing” about hiring a Jew (Feigl 1969b, 74), the
young philosopher had received a contract, married his long-time fiancée Maria Kasper, and
bought two single-fare tickets for the ocean steamer, ready to leave Europe behind.

1.1. Vienna Circle

Before his emigration, Feigl had been a member of the Vienna Circle, a group of philosophers
and scientists led by Moritz Schlick, best known for his work in the philosophy of the natural
sciences (Schlick 1917). The German philosopher-physicist held the prestigious chair of
Naturphilosophie at the University of Vienna and had come to know Feigl in 1923, when he
had served as a judge in an essay prize competition. Feigl, still nineteen years old at the time,
had read some of Schlick’s work on the philosophy of relativity theory and had submitted an
article on the significance of Einstein’s ideas.* Impressed by the paper, Schlick had taken him
on as a student after his conflict with the bigoted authorities in Munich; and it was Feigl who,
together with his friend Friedrich Waismann, proposed to start a philosophical circle to discuss
“issues in the logical and epistemological foundations” of science and mathematics (Feigl
1974, 7). Other prominent members of the group included the mathematician Hans Hahn, the
physicist Philipp Frank, the sociologist Otto Neurath, and a few years later, Rudolf Carnap and
Kurt Godel.® Starting in 1924, the Circle regularly met in the library of the Mathematical

3 Feigl to Moritz Schlick, April 5, 1931, MSP, 99/Fei-19.

4 Schlick to Robert Millikan, February 15, 1930, MSP, 109/Mill-2. Clipping from Neue Freie
Presse, June 24, 1923, HFP, 01-04-01.

> The Circle’s 1929 manifesto (see Section 1.2) lists fourteen members, including Gustav
Bergmann, Viktor Kraft, Karl Menger, Marcel Natkin, Olga Hahn-Neurath, and Theodor
Radakovic (Hahn et al. 1929). Uebel (2024) lists several regular participants who are not
mentioned in the manifesto (e.g. Bela von Juhos, Josef Schichter, and Edgar Zilsel) or who
joined the Circle in later years (e.g. Rose Rand and Kéthe Steinhardt).



Institute on the Boltzmanngasse, a short street in Vienna’s ninth district. Little did they know
that what started as a small Thursday evening discussion group would turn into a global
movement that helped set the agenda for generations of American philosophers.

The Vienna Circle met in a period of great social and political turmoil. As the capital
of the Austro-Hungarian empire, Vienna had been one of Europe’s cultural center for decades.
At the turn of the century, Sigmund Freud, Gustav Klimt, Robert Musil, Gustav Mahler, and
Johann Strauss had all been living in the city. But so had Adolf Hitler, Leon Trotsky, and Franz
Ferdinand. When the Austro-Hungarian soldiers returned from the trenches of the Great War,
the European map had been radically redrawn. The dual monarchy had been dissolved and
given birth to five new states, including a weakened Austrian rump state clamped between
Mussolini’s Italy and the politically unstable Weimar republic. Economic crises were
abundant: trade blockades, food shortages, and a hyperinflation of ten thousand percent
crippled the Viennese economy. What had once been the bristling heart of Europe, had become
a poor, overcrowded city in a politically insignificant country.

Between 1924 and 1933, the heydays of the Circle, Vienna was governed by social
democrats who responded to the crisis by implementing a range of social projects: public
libraries, sports facilities, and institutes for adult education. The ‘Red Vienna’ housing program
in particular was a guiding example for socialists around the world. In a short span of time, the
administration built ‘workers’ palaces’ for more than two hundred thousand people (Gruber
1991). Some members of the Circle played a role in these and other programs: Neurath was
secretary of the social housing guild and the Austrian Association for Settlement and
Allotment, Hahn was a member of the Vienna School Committee and headed the Association
of Socialist University Teachers. Though not every member of the Circle identified as a
socialist or social democrat, they all supported Vienna’s attempts to elevate and educate the
masses. The group organized well-attended public lectures and many members, including
Feigl, regularly taught at the Volkshochschulen (Stadler 1981; Uebel 2004; Romizi 2012).

Despite the leftists’ electoral successes, the political tension was palpable. Vienna was
a progressive island in an ocean of conservatism. The Russian revolution had sparked the fear
of communism and the Austrofascist movement was rapidly growing in popularity. The new
Austrian republic was led by reactionary Catholics, with the anti-Semitic Greater German
People’s Party as a junior partner in most coalitions. Though the Treaty of Versailles prohibited
a united German empire, many Austrians favored Anschluss, especially when Hitler, now
located in Munich, became the leader of the NSDAP. Even at the University of Vienna
conservatives were in the majority, often blocking appointments of liberal, socialist, and Jewish
candidates. The Ministry of Education intervened in selection procedures and had a strong
preference for Christian conservative academics. When the anti-liberal and anti-Marxist
German Student Union published an overview of ‘tendentious professors’ in 1925, Schlick and
Neurath were on the list. Hahn was included on a blacklist of Jewish teachers by the anti-
Semitic Deutsch-Osterreichische Tageszeitung.

6 “Rasse und Wissenschaft auf unserer Universitit”, Deutsch-Osterreichische Tageszeitung,
April 23, 1924. See Stadler (1979, 69).



1.2. Scientific World Conception

It is no coincidence that Vienna Circle members mixed progressive politics with scholarly
discussions about science and mathematics. In the 1920s, Europe’s socio-political schisms
were deeply intertwined with debates about the nature and limits of science. In the course of a
century, the continent had become highly industrialized and scientific breakthroughs had put
traditional worldviews on the defensive. Darwin’s theory of evolution, technological
innovations, revolutionary developments in physics, and the swift spread of naturalist
perspectives on man, mind, and morality put pressure on traditional ways of thinking. Many
German and Austrian intellectuals were skeptical about what they deemed to be the imperialist
character of the natural sciences, arguing that society’s rapid transformation had contributed to
the demise of moral and spiritual values. They were backed by religious authorities. In 1907,
Pope Pius X had published an encyclical letter describing science as a threat to “more serious
and elevated disciplines” (1908, cited in Romizi 2012, 226).

This antiscientific mentality was reinforced by the First World War. Many German
intellectuals enthusiastically embraced the geopolitical conflict and justified it by appealing to
Germany’s superior culture, contrasting it with the materialist cultures of the British and the
French (Ringer 1969; Kusch 1995). When life in the trenches proved less heroic than expected,
intellectuals used the soldiers’ harrowing experiences to bolster their skepticism about
technological ‘progress’. Science had given the world mustard gas, tanks, and strategic
bombers instead of cultural and social elevation. And when the Central Powers lost the war,
scholars massively embraced anti-scientific worldviews, equating technological innovation
with cultural decline. This atmosphere of crisis and cultural pessimism was perhaps best
expressed by Oswald Spengler, a nationalist philosopher who acquired a cult following among
German-speaking students. In Untergang des Abendlandes (1918), a book that sold more than
one hundred thousand copies in the 1920s, Spengler argued that Western civilization and its
scientistic principles were deteriorating and would inevitably result in self-destruction.

The Vienna Circle opposed these intellectual and philosophical currents. Instead of
arguing that the Enlightenment project had disenchanted the world, they doubled down on
scientific thinking. They responded by embracing the virtues of what they called ‘the scientific
world conception’: empirical evidence, logical analysis, and conceptual clarity. In their
manifesto Wissenschaftliche Weltauffassung: Der Wiener Kreis, the group expressed its
aversion to “metaphysical and theologising thought”, with which they meant the anti-scientific
modes of thinking that were in vogue among Christian apologetics, nationalist politicians, and
neo-romantic intellectuals alike (Hahn et al. 1929, 301). Neurath embraced the value of
empirical research in an essay titled Anti-Spengler (1921) and Schlick argued that there is
simply “no other way of understanding the world but a scientific one” (1928, 132). What
supernatural speculation, anti-Semitic talk of racial essences, and nationalist theories about the
German Volksgeist had in common, was their appeal to unscientific, unempirical, or even
meaningless concepts. The Vienna Circle did not try to develop ‘deep’ or ‘transcendental’
theories but emphasized the virtue of scientific rigor: “Neatness and clarity are striven for, and
dark distances and unfathomable depths rejected. In science there are no ‘depths’; there is
surface everywhere” (Hahn et al. 1929, 306).



The Circle’s ‘scientific world conception’ was not only an answer to the political
climate. It was also a response to intellectual developments, in particular the recent revolutions
in physics and mathematics and the concurrent crisis in philosophy. Up until the mid-nineteenth
century, philosophy had been widely viewed as the queen of the sciences. Physics, psychology,
and sociology had all been branches of philosophy, or were at the very least viewed as
disciplines that required a philosophical foundation. When the Vienna Circle first met in 1924,
however, most of these subjects had become self-standing disciplines. Though many
psychologists and sociologists were still employed in philosophy departments, they had
replaced philosophical speculation with empirical methods. In response, philosophers worried
what was left for them to do and tried to carve out a new role for what had once been regarded
as a foundational discipline. Some believed it is the philosopher’s task to integrate moral,
religious, and empirical truths into a comprehensive philosophical system. Others aimed to
limit the scope of the empirical method by drawing a strict distinction between the Natur- and
Geisteswissenschaften, arguing that philosophers, historians, and other students of human
culture ought to employ different methods and concepts. Still others rejected the focus on
science altogether, portraying philosophy as an attempt to grasp the essence of pure intuition,
undistorted by artificial scientific constructs.

The Vienna Circle had a different response. In line with its aversion to metaphysical
and theologizing thought in the public arena, the group saw it as its goal to “unmask” traditional
philosophical questions as “pseudo-problems” (Hahn et al. 1929, 306). Rather than attempting
to build grand philosophical systems or to ponder the unadulterated fullness of human
experience, the Circle sought to integrate or dissolve philosophy into the sciences. The
scientific revolutions had caused much conceptual and methodological confusion and Feigl and
his colleagues believed they had the tools to elucidate the situation. Schlick’s first major
book—Raum und Zeit in den gegenwdrtige Physik (1917)—had been hailed by Einstein as a
“masterly” exposition of his theory of relativity and had led him to recommend his colleague
for the prestigious chair of Naturphilosophie in Vienna. Feigl himself was interested in the
probabilistic nature of scientific theories and believed that philosophy can help scientists clarify
their meaning. In his contribution to the first issue of Erkenntnis, one of the movement’s main
outlets in the 1930s, Feigl wrote:

When physics works with statistical laws and thereby even achieves very great success
in the mastery of empirical facts, it is the undeniable task of epistemology (the logical
analysis of knowledge) to clarify the meaning of these laws and their position in the
general system of our knowledge about nature. (1930, 113)

The Vienna Circle, in sum, aimed to incorporate philosophy info the scientific world
conception. It sought to develop what was commonly called a ‘scientific philosophy’.
Naturally, the Circle was not the first group to develop a scientific approach to
philosophy. They were explicitly building on nineteenth-century movements that, in the wake
of Darwin’s revolution, had argued for a comprehensive scientific perspective on reality. The
main difference, as we shall see, is that the Viennese were operating in an altered academic
landscape. Revolutionary developments in logic, mathematics, physics and psychology had
invoked new questions and had generated novel logical tools that could help philosophers in



their analyses of scientific methods and concepts. In addition to sharing a scientific world
conception, prominent Circle members like Schlick, Feigl, and Carnap were mostly united by
their attempts to employ the tools of modern logic in their analyses. For the first time in history,
the group believed, science-minded philosophers had the instruments to remove the
“metaphysical and theological debris” accumulated in centuries of philosophical speculation
(Hahn et al. 1929, 317).

Nor was the Vienna Circle the only group to urge clarity and precision in the 1920s.
Stimulated by the advances in logic, science and mathematics, groups of ‘scientific
philosophers’ had started to pop up all over the continent. In Germany, a small circle of
philosophers and scientists frequently got together in what was known as the ‘Berlin Group’
(Milkov and Peckhaus 2013), led by Hans Reichenbach, a German philosopher who like
Schlick had acquired his fame through his philosophical analyses of relativity theory (Gimbel
and Walz 2006). In Poland, a group of scholars nowadays known as the Lvov-Warsaw school
(Wolenski 1989) worked in a scientific spirit, too, embracing the motto that “the method of
true philosophy is nothing other than that of natural science” (Feferman and Feferman 2004,
31). All these groups were generally well-respected by physicists, mathematicians, and social
scientists, who regularly attended their conferences. Collectively, however, they were
swimming against the current. Their activities had little impact in a climate in which scientific
thinking was accused of “bearing guilt for the world crisis” (Von Laue 1915, cited in Forman
1971, 11). Pretty soon they were forced to flee Central Europe.

1.3. Intellectual Migration

The RMS Berengaria, the ship that brought the Feigls to New York, was a German built vessel
that had once operated as the prime steamer of the Hamburg America Line. Kaiser Wilhelm II
had christened the ship—then still called the SS Imperator—in 1912, about a month after the
similar-sized RMS Titanic hit an iceberg near Newfoundland. After it completed its maiden
voyage, the New York Times ran a thousand-word cover story, describing the ship as “a
magnificent specimen of the marine engineering skill of the twentieth century”.” Six years and
a devastating war later the liner belonged to the United States. American forces had acquired
the vessel following the armistice of 1918 and used it to repatriate thousands of troops from
Europe (Layton 2011, ch. 8). Once the pride of the German fleet, the RMS Berengaria became
the flagship of the Cunard line. Under this new guise, it played a crucial role in transporting
thousands of German-speaking academics to the United States in the years before the next
global conflict. The ship that had once been a symbol of Germany’s scientific and technological
sophistication, was now exporting its scientists and intellectuals to the United States.

Feigl was far from the only philosopher to cross the Atlantic. In the years before the
War, more than one hundred philosophers sought refuge in the United States.® Several members
of the Vienna Circle, the Berlin group, and the Lvov-Warsaw school followed Feigl’s footsteps.

7 “Imperator, Biggest of Liners, in Port”, The New York Times, June 19, 1913.
8 Verhaegh (2025b) lists 178 displaced European philosophers, broadly conceived, who moved
to the United States between 1931 and 1945.



The first of them was Carnap, who had become the Circle’s best-known philosopher following
the publication of his book Der Logische Aufbau der Welt (1928a). Though Carnap was not of
Jewish descent, he had grown increasingly concerned about the rapid spread of fascist ideology
among his colleagues and students (Carnap 1963, 34). He managed to get a post at the
University of Chicago and used the position to get more scientific philosophers to the United
States. Carl Gustav Hempel and Olaf Helmer, both former students of Reichenbach, became
Carnap’s research assistants in 1937. Reichenbach himself left Berlin after becoming one of
the many victims of an anti-Semitic law banning ‘non-Aryans’ from government positions.
Unlike Carnap, Reichenbach was unable to find a job in North America and moved to the
University of Istanbul instead. Only in 1938 was he offered a professorship at the University
of California, Los Angeles, allowing him and his family to start a new life across the Atlantic.
Other affiliated academics seeking refuge in the United States were Godel, who joined Einstein
and J. Robert Oppenheimer at the Princeton Institute for Advanced Study; Frank, who became
a lecturer at Harvard; and Gustav Bergmann, a young Viennese philosopher who became
Feigl’s colleague at Iowa.’ All of them eventually became American citizens, again following
Feigl, who was the first of the group to acquire the U.S nationality.!® Although the United
States had strict immigration quotas designed to preserve America’s “racial status quo™—a
policy that disproportionally affected Jewish immigrants—academics could obtain a visa if
they had a job offer from a U.S. institution.!!

The last scientific philosopher to arrive before the war was Alfred Tarski, one of the
prime logicians of the Lvov-Warsaw school. Born Alfred Teitelbaum, he had already tried to
escape his Jewish ancestry when he had adopted the Polish-sounding name ‘Tarski’ to conceal
his background—a common practice in a country where it was impossible for Jews to have an
academic career (Fefermann and Fefermann 2004, 36-39). The logician had taken an ocean
liner in August 1939 because he planned to attend a conference of the now mostly U.S.-based
community of scientific philosophers. Unaware that he had booked a ticket for one of the last
ships to leave the country, Tarski boarded the vessel without his wife and two children,
planning to return to Warsaw after the conference. Shortly after his arrival, Poland was invaded
and sealed off from the world. Tarski was offered a professorship at UC Berkeley but spent
most of the war trying to arrange a way out for his family. It was not until 1946 that he was
reunited with his wife and two children. The rest of his family, “about thirty people counting
only close relatives”, were murdered by the Nazis.!?

? Still others ended up in the United Kingdom. Neurath had sought refuge in The Hague but
crossed the Channel in a refugee boat after the German invasion of The Netherlands; Rand and
Olga Taussky-Todd spent some years in the United Kingdom but eventually emigrated to the
United States. Waismann emigrated in 1938 and had quite a successful career at the University
of Oxford.

19 “Herbert Feigl”, U.S. Naturalization Record Indexes, December 20, 1937.

' House Committee on Immigration and Naturalization. Restriction of Immigration. 68
Congress, Rep. No. 350, pt. 1, 16.

12 Tarski to Heinrich Scholz, October 21, 1946, cited in Feferman and Feferman (2004, 169).



Some of Tarski’s colleagues would not survive the war either. Janina Hosiasson-
Lindenbaum, a logician from Warsaw best known for her work on probability, was scheduled
to speak at the same Harvard conference but was unable to travel to the United States. After
the invasion, she sought refuge in Vilnius, the capital of present-day Lithuania, until the city
was seized by the Nazis. She was arrested, interrogated at the Gestapo headquarters and
eventually ‘released’ on March 29, 1942, likely the day she was executed along with twenty-
eight other inmates (Sznajder 2024, 1350). Schlick had already been murdered by a deranged
student in 1936, marking the end of the Vienna Circle in the capital of the now fascist state of
Austria. In response to the murder, newspapers printed letters arguing that Schlick himself was
to blame for the assassination. The leader of the Circle had corrupted the student with his
“scientific world conception”. The bullet that killed Schlick was “not guided by the logic of
some lunatic looking for a victim” but rather by the logic of the Circle’s scientific philosophy,

which had deprived the student of his “meaning of life”.!3

1.4. Logical Positivism

The Feigls experienced something of a culture shock when they moved into their cottage house
in Iowa City, a small town with a population of about fifteen thousand, half of them students
at the local university. The freshly married couple had been living in cosmopolitan Vienna and
it took them quite some time to adapt to the social customs of an American college town. In a
letter, Feigl described his surprise about the endless dinner invitations, the clubs for faculty
wives, and the norm not to talk about personal matters during soirées and get-togethers. The
two repeatedly got lost in the city’s street grid system and had to get used to the traffic. Even
after a few months, Feigl was still astonished by the peculiar Americans who refused to walk
anywhere and who appeared to believe that “rushing around in one’s car constitutes a natural
form of recreation”. Still, the two liked their new home. The Corn State capital was a “quiet
and friendly” place surrounded by “pretty fields” and they were genuinely happy that they had
been so warmly adopted by the community.'4

The University of Iowa employed only three philosophers besides Feigl: Herbert
Martin, an educationalist who worked on the moral development of children; Bonno Tapper, a
German immigrant who had moved to the United States before the First World War; and James
Manry, a Presbyterian philosopher who had spent much of his career as a missionary in India.'?
Feigl enjoyed the collegial atmosphere, the luxury of a private office, and the absence of
“intrigue and spitefulness” that had characterized the mood at the University of Vienna.'® Still,
he had a difficult first year. The Feigls had emigrated in the midst of the Great Depression and
were living in constant fear that they would lose their only source of income. In 1931, almost

13 «“Austriacus” (1936), cited in Edmonds (2020, 177).

14 Feigl, “Letter on Iowa”, unknown addressee, November 23, 1931, HFP, 01-01-10; Feigl to
Schlick, November 16, 1931, MSP, 99/Fei-20.

15U, Faculty and Staff Vertical Files. Folders: “Manry, James Campbell”, “Martin, Herbert
W.”, and “Tapper, Bonno”.

16 Feigl, “Letter on Iowa”, unknown addressee, November 23, 1931, HFP, 01-01-10.



a quarter of the U.S. population was unemployed and the effects of the crisis gradually started
to hit American universities. In [owa, businesses were rapidly going bankrupt and salaries were
cut in all state schools.!” Only when Manry emigrated to India to continue his missionary work
were they assured of a stable source of income.'®

Feigl was on a mission as well. Looking back on his first years in the United States, he
described himself as an “ardent propagandist”, pushing what he had come to see as “a new
form of enlightenment” (1963, 38; 1969a, 22). Already at Harvard, where he had spent a few
months to study with physicist P. W. Bridgman in the year before his emigration, he had
convinced some American colleagues of the fruits of the scientific world conception.!” He
convinced Lewis, the philosopher who had helped him get the lowa job, that the Vienna Circle
was “the most promising of present movements” in Europe; and he regularly convened with a
group of talented Harvard logicians, including Susanne Langer and W. V. Quine, to discuss the
latest advances in logic and philosophy of science in Europe. Now that his job was secure, he
continued his campaign from lowa, becoming the “leading PR man” of the Vienna Circle in
the United States (Feyerabend 1995, 116). He promoted the Viennese approach in American
philosophy journals, in his teaching, and at local and national conferences. The feedback he
received only reinforced his impression that many American philosophers were sympathetic to
the Circle’s views. In fact, he discovered that a small but important network of philosophers
and scientists had been working on similar issues in the United States, some of whom had been
developing ideas that were “barely distinguishable” from the scientific world conception.?°
While he felt that U.S. universities were still inferior to the ones in Europe, he concluded that
“American philosophy ... is healthier and more hopeful than philosophy in Germany” as the
new generation was particularly interested in these developments.?! U.S. students, Feigl wrote,
were “not as metaphysically inclined” as German adolescents and were eager to learn more
about the topics he introduced to the Iowa curriculum: ‘philosophy of science’ and ‘modern
logic’.??

Feigl even invented a new label—“logical positivism”—to promote the Viennese
perspective on science and philosophy. Together with his friend Albert Blumberg, an American
philosopher who had studied under Schlick in the late 1920s, he published an English-language
manifesto in Journal of Philosophy, one of the most important periodicals for academic
philosophers in the United States. The paper, titled “Logical Positivism: A New Movement in
European Philosophy”, introduced the scientific world conception to an American audience,
advertising its novel ideas about science and philosophy. The term ‘logical positivism’ was

17“Pay Cuts in 3 State Schools”, The Sioux City Journal”, February 17, 1932; Feigl to Schlick,
February 21, 1932, MSP, 99/Fei-21.

18 “James. C. Manry Resigns Post at lowa University”, Quad-City Times, July 31, 1932; Feigl
to Schlick, November 7, 1932, MSP, 99/Fei-25.

19 Bridgman to Feigl, March 2, 1930, PWBP, 4234.8, Box 2; “Rockefeller Fellowship Record
Card, Herbert Feigl”, RAC, Record Group 10.2, Series 9, Box 8.

20 Feigl to Schlick, December 6, 1930, MSP, 99/Fei-17

2! Feigl to Schlick, September 14, 1933, MSP, 99/Fei-27.

22 Feigl, “Letter on Iowa”, unknown addressee, November 23, 1931, HFP, 01-01-10; Feigl to
Schlick, September 14, 1933, MSP, 99/Fei-27.



new and Feigl’s and Blumberg’s decision to present the Viennese world conception as a
philosophical ‘ism” was to have profound consequences. Whereas the Circle had portrayed its
approach as a “basic attitude” rather than as a fixed philosophical system with “theses of its
own” (Hahn et al. 1929, 305-306), the American paper presented it as a distinct ‘ism’. To this
day, “logical positivism” is still widely associated with some of the views and arguments
outlined in Blumberg and Feigl’s 1931 “propaganda piece”.?* Logical positivism, on this view,
is a strictly empiricist philosophy centered around a verificationist criterion of meaning—the
principle that statements are meaningful if and only if they are empirically verifiable. Whereas
traditional philosophers seek to develop grand, speculative theories about life, morality, art,
religion, and the ultimate nature of the universe, logical positivism maintains that any such
theory is meaningless because it cannot be verified. The job of a philosopher, Blumberg and
Feigl claimed, is not to tell us what the world is like, since only empirical, scientific statements
are verifiable. Nor is it the job of a philosopher to tell us how we ought to live, since the
verification criterion implies that moral imperatives cannot be tested: “experience reveals what
is, never what ought to be” (Blumberg and Feigl 1931, 293). The “purpose of philosophy” is
to clarify. Its positive task is to analyze the language of science by using the tools of logic to
show, for example, that scientific hypotheses, even those about unobservable particles, are
justified because they are ultimately nothing but complex logical constructions of more
straightforward statements about what can be directly observed. Its negative task is to expose
all statements that do not satisfy the criterion and to dismiss them as “meaningless”
(Blumbergand Feigl 1931, 293-296). Though Feigl later came to regret his “fanfare article”
and corresponding reputation as a “philosophical prohibitionist™ (1963, 38), the paper strongly
influenced the Circle’s reception in North America.

1.5. Impact

Despite or perhaps because of Feigl’s uncompromising attitude, the Iowan community
absorbed much of his agenda. When the philosopher left the department for the University of
Minnesota in 1940, the so-called Iowa School had been transformed into a flourishing hub of
scientific philosophy. The department had hired Bergmann, the aforementioned Vienna Circle
philosopher. It had hired Wilfrid Sellars, a talented student who would become one of
America’s most influential ‘analytic’ philosophers. And the local psychology department had
hired Kurt Lewin, a psychologist and former member of the Berlin Group who, like
Reichenbach, had been a victim of the mass terminations at the University of Berlin, and who
quickly started to attract talented students from all over the country.?* In addition, the
psychology department hired Kenneth Spence, a Yale graduate and behaviorist psychologist
who came to play an important role in cementing an “alliance between logical positivism and

23 Feigl to Schlick, April 5, 1931, MSP, 99/Fei-19.

24 Leon Festinger and Roger Barker are two of Lewin’s best-known students. Bergmann, too,
first worked for Lewin before he transferred to the philosophy department. UI, Faculty Files,
Bergmann, Gustav. See Chapter 10 for a more detailed reconstruction.
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behaviorism” through his frequent collaborations with Bergmann.?®> Not surprisingly, these
interdisciplinary projects were stimulated by Feigl, who had approached the head of the
psychology department to start a seminar on the philosophical analysis of psychological
science (Feigl 1969b, 88). What had been a friendly but somewhat dull philosophy department
before his arrival, had turned into a vibrant and interdisciplinary community by the late 1930s.

The success of the lowa school was not an isolated development. Logical positivism
had a tremendous impact on the American intellectual climate, in particular in the world of
philosophy. Shortly after the publication of the Blumberg-Feigl paper, the Vienna Circle
became a topic of heated controversy in U.S. philosophy journals.?® The American
Philosophical Association (APA) hosted a “round-table conference” on logical positivism and
Lewis noticed that the Viennese perspective “easily” took “first place in the interest and
discussions of [his] students”.?’ Reichenbach, still based in Berlin at the time, was confronted
with an influx of U.S. professors and students who told him that there was much American
interest in his “exact approach to philosophy”.28 By 1934, just three years after the publication
of Blumberg and Feigl’s paper, the movement had become so widely known that it was
acceptable to complain about a publication if it did not discuss the views of the new movement.
An American reviewer of a book on the implications of modern science protested that it did
not reference “the very important positivistic movement ... [of] Schlick, Carnap, Philipp Frank,
etc.” (Lenzen 1932b, 585), while a piece about a textbook on contemporary philosophy
complained that he missed “a chapter on the ‘logistic’ programme of the Viennese Circle”
(Jessop 1934, 504).

At first, logical positivism was mostly a succés de scandale (Feigl 1969b, 71).
Blumberg and Feigl’s blunt and somewhat naive verificationist views were relatively easy to
dismantle and many philosophers worried that the positivists’ ideas about meaning were so
strict that they were throwing out the baby with the bath water (e.g. Gamertsfelder 1933; Morris
1934; Weiss 1934). Gradually, however, many American philosophers started to see that the
views of the scientific philosophers were more sophisticated than some of the early publications
had made them out to be. As a result, the Europeans slowly started to become serious players
in the U.S. philosophical conversation, such that, by the 1950s, one in three academic
philosophy publications mentioned at least one of the displaced philosophers (see Appendix
II). While ‘logical positivism’ remained a pejorative term in some circles, many of the
expatriates acquired prestigious posts and helped found new and influential venues for what
eventually became known as ‘analytic philosophy’. Bergmann, Feigl, Hempel, and
Reichenbach all served terms as president of the APA and several of them were included on
the editorial boards of new journals such as Philosophy of Science (first issue in 1934) and
Journal of Symbolic Logic (1936). Feigl himself proved to be a particularly effective institution

25 Laird Addis (1987), cited in Farber (1991, 20). See Bergmann and Spence (1941; 1944) and
Smith (1986, 208-209).

26 See, e.g., Ginsburg (1932), Gamertsfelder (1933), Hess (1933), Dewey (1934), Lewis (1934),
Nagel (1934a), Morris (1934), and Weiss (1934).

27 Larrabee (1933); Feigl to Schlick, September 14, 1933, MSP, 99/Fei-27; Lewis to Schlick,
December 14, 1934, MSP, 107/Lewis-1.

28 Reichenbach to Berliner, April 20, 1932, HRP 014-56-10.
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builder. He co-founded the influential Minnesota Center for Philosophy of Science, the journal
Philosophical Studies, and he published two influential textbooks—Readings in Philosophical
Analysis (Feigl and Sellars 1949) and Readings in Philosophy of Science (Feigl and Brodbeck
1953)—that helped win over the next generation in classrooms all over the country.?’

Outside philosophy, logical positivism became quite popular among natural and social
scientists. P. W. Bridgman, Feigl’s former mentor at Harvard, independently developed a
strictly empiricist approach to the meaning of scientific concepts that attracted much attention
among physicists (Lindsay 1937, 456). Stanley Smith Stevens ignited a similar discussion in
the social and behavioral sciences, in particular psychology. Echoing Feigl’s idea that logical
positivism is “the philosophy to end all philosophies” (1969a, 22), Stevens sought to employ
Bridgman’s theory of meaning to start a “revolution” that would “put an end to the possibility
of revolutions” in psychology (Stevens 1935a, 323). By 1934, Feigl could send Neurath a list
of more than sixty American philosophers and scientists to be invited to an international
conference of what was increasingly becoming a global movement, incorporating scholars
from almost all prestigious universities in the United States, including Berkeley, Brown,
Chicago, Columbia, Cornell, Harvard, Johns Hopkins, Michigan, MIT, NYU, Princeton,
UCLA, and Yale.*° This conference was the first congress of the Unity of Science movement—
an international organization and, after Neurath’s death, American institute that sought to
stimulate interdisciplinary collaboration between philosophers and scientists interested in the
logic, methodology and language of science. Feigl, who would briefly become president of the
institute in the 1960s, was influenced by the movement and modeled his aforementioned center
for philosophy of science after its central mission, writing that it was founded to stimulate
“interdepartmental collaboration” and “to remove barriers between the various fields of
science”.?!

Gradually, logical positivism even came to influence debates outside academia. After
the war, its ideas were so popular that ‘logical positivism’ became something of a household
name in educated circles. Reichenbach’s The Rise of Scientific Philosophy (1951) became a
bestseller after it was selected book of the month by The Book Find Club; and popular
magazines and local newspapers regularly referenced the positivists in their articles, even if
they were unrelated to philosophy. A cultural critic for the San Francisco Examiner could
compliment the author of a book on leisure and recreation for his “logical positivist’s insistence
on the clear division between fact and opinion”, while an article on how to “ask questions that
get results” in Nation’s Business could inform its readers that “a great many business questions
involve predictions of the future” and reference “Dr. Rudolf Carnap’s” view that “we can never
be certain about future events” but “form our expectations of them in accordance with past

29 As such, logical positivism’s American reception history is quite unique. Logical positivism
also caused a sensation in the United Kingdom, mainly due to A. J. Ayer’s Language, Truth,
and Logic (1936), but it mostly remained a scapegoat in the 1950s and 1960s, when logical
positivism flourished in the United States. See Tuboly (2020) and Verhaegh (2025f).

30 Feigl to Neurath, December 11, 1934, ONP, Folder 233.

31 “Brief Outline of the Project for a Minnesota Center for the Philosophy of Science”, ca. 1952,
UMN, College of Liberal Arts Records, Box 14.
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experience”.’? As may be expected, the attention was not all constructive. Logical positivism
was frequently attacked by religious leaders, who condemned its verificationist criterion
because it implies that “assertions about God are meaningless”.*®> An Episcopal priest criticized
the positivists at a meeting in Austin, noting that the movement worshipped science instead of
God Almighty, and a young Rabbi warned his readers about their view that morality is just a
matter of “personal like or dislike” since only things that can be measured can be evaluated.**
In the late 1960s, some of these ideas resurfaced in countercultural circles, when the protest
generation condemned logical positivism as the ideology the military-industrial complex. New
left activists dismissed positivism as “the key philosophy which we are indoctrinated into in
our ‘mod’ colleges and universities”, associating it with a narrow, materialist, bourgeois,
reductionist, value-free, mechanistic, amoral, or technocratic perspective on society.>?

1.6. Puzzles

How could logical positivism have such an impact on the American intellectual climate? Why
did U.S. academics take seriously a brash, twenty-eight-year-old philosopher telling them that
much of what they had been doing was “strictly speaking, meaningless” (Blumberg and Feigl
1931, 282)? Why was it the stringent, verification-focused variant of scientific philosophy—
rather than some of the alternative approaches that had been developed in Berlin, Prague and
Vienna—that caught the attention of American philosophers? And how did the émigrés’
‘scientific world conception’ eventually develop into the ‘analytic’ approach that still
dominates academic philosophy today?

From a socio-historical perspective, logical positivism’s success is quite remarkable for
at least three reasons. For one thing, Feigl and his colleagues emigrated to the United States in
the 1930s, when academic universities were plagued by the effects of the Great Depression.
Feigl was barely able to acquire a position before the job market collapsed. But most of his
compatriots arrived between 1935 and 1940, when cuts and shrinking private endowments had
exhausted the budgets of American universities (Geiger 2015, ch. 11). While the ports of New
York welcomed hundreds of displaced scholars, there were not even enough jobs for America’s
best and brightest. In a 1938 letter, the Columbia philosopher Ernest Nagel wrote that it felt as
if “half of Europe” was “passing through New York”, expressing his “despair” about all these
“splendid men, splendidly equipped intellectually” who were entering the United States
“without any prospects”.’® It is surprising, therefore, that many scientific philosophers were
able to obtain positions at prominent U.S. institutions such as Berkeley (Tarski), Chicago
(Carnap), Harvard (Frank), Iowa (Feigl and Bergmann), Minnesota (Feigl), UCLA

32 “Donald Stanley’s Book Corner”, The San Francisco Examiner, December 21, 1964; “Ask
Questions that get Results”, Nation’s Business, July 1959.

33 “Why Are Men Indifferent to Religion?”, Lake Shore Visitor, August 20, 1965.

34 “Conference Told Science Elevated to Priesthood”, Austin American Statesman, December
12, 1953; “Sermon of the Week”, Sanford Seltzer, The Miami News, July 31, 1965.

35 “Hippies Reflect Modern Version of Buddhism”, Portland Press Herald, October 25, 1967.
36 Nagel to Charles Morris, October 20, 1938, USMP, Box 2, Folder 5.
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(Reichenbach and Carnap), and Yale (Hempel). All the more so because most of them (or their
spouses) had a Jewish background (i.e. Bergmann, Feigl, Frank, Hempel, Reichenbach,
Tarski), which was a significant hurdle in this period. When Carnap, in 1936, inquired whether
the Princeton philosophers were interested to hire Reichenbach, he was told that there was “no
non-Aryan in the whole department”, that its chair “would never dare proposing the
appointment of a non-Aryan”, and that the fact that Reichenbach was “only half-Aryan” ruled
out “any possibility at Princeton”.3”

Logical positivism’s impact is even more remarkable when one takes into account the
intellectual context. Though there was a small but important network of scientific philosophers
in the United States (see Section 1.4), many American philosophers—in particular those at elite
institutions—emphasized that philosophy should be part of the humanities, not a scientific field
of study. Few U.S. professors had been trained in formal logic and most of them believed it is
the philosophers’ job to develop a comprehensive perspective on art, morality, religion,
politics, science, and society. As such, many of them opposed the (in their eyes) positivists’
excessive focus on logic and natural science. Irwin Edman, chair of Columbia University’s
department of philosophy, viewed the Vienna Circle as a “cult” that would “reduce philosophy
to a series of definitions, postulates, [and] logical relations” (1934, 477). And University of
Chicago professor Mortimer Adler called positivism “a corruption of modern culture”, noting
that democracy “has much more to fear” from the “positivism of its professors ... than from
the nihilism of Hitler” (1941, 128). Even Americans who had contributed to the development
of formal logic were skeptical. The Harvard logician Henry Sheffer believed the logical
positivists were “gravely damag[ing]” philosophy and said he “had rather not .... been born”
if his work “had done anything to stimulate this development” (Sheffer, cited in Berlin 1978,
xii). C. I. Lewis, who had initially described the Vienna Circle as “the most promising of
present movements” in Europe (section 1.4) eventually soured on it, calling the positivists’
perspective on moral questions “one of the strangest aberrations ever to visit the mind of man”
(1946, 366, 399).

To be sure, there were strong philosophical and ideological similarities between the
positivists and the American pragmatist movement, such as John Dewey’s naturalist school.
Both the Vienna Circle and pragmatic naturalists had developed empirically minded
philosophies and mixed progressive politics with reflections about the nature and scope of
science. Still many American philosophers, we will see, viewed logical positivism and
pragmatism as competing traditions. They focused on the most technical aspects of the
movement and mostly ignored the more naturalistic variants—such as the views of Neurath
and Frank—that had also been developed in Central Europe. While some members of the
Vienna Circle and their young American followers felt that pragmatism and logical positivism
were like-minded traditions (e.g. Morris 1935a; Carnap 1936, 427), established pragmatists
tended to view the immigrants, in particular their views on values and morality, as a serious
threat to philosophy. Logical positivism, Nagel wrote in a letter to Neurath, had made “a
decided impression” upon the “younger men in the profession” but the “old-timers ... distrust

it, dislike it, and pretend that it has nothing very important to say”.>8

37 Carnap to Reichenbach, June 12, 1936, HRP, 013-41-1. See also Karabel (2005).
38 Nagel to Neurath, January 2, 1936, ONP, Item 275.
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Finally, the impact of the positivists is remarkable because they were far from the only
movement to be displaced to the United States. In the years before the Second World War,
philosophers from a wide range of schools and traditions sought refuge across the Atlantic.
Theodor Adorno and Max Horkheimer moved their Frankfurt School to Columbia University;
exiled phenomenologists such as Aron Gurwitsch and Alfred Schutz were actively promoting
their views at the New School of Social Research; and there was a lively group of what Richard
Wolin (2001) has called ‘Heidegger’s children’ (e.g. Hannah Arendt, Karl Léwith, and Herbert
Marcuse) who had left Europe for North America. Many of these philosophers were quite
successful in acquiring an American following in Catholic schools, in literature departments,
or in the social sciences; and Arendt and Marcuse would become voices of the New Left in the
1960s. Yet Feigl and his colleagues had by far the biggest impact on academic philosophy,
raising the question of why this movement was so successful in this particular field of study.
Whereas logical positivism had been something of a fringe school in the German philosophical
world, where the intellectual climate was dominated by phenomenology and
Lebensphilosophie, the roles were remarkably reversed in the United States. Arendt perhaps
best expressed her surprise about this turn of events in a conversation with William Barrett,
noting that she could “not understand why ... Americans have taken to these second-rate
European positivists”: “In Europe people like Carnap and Hempel were jokes ... Here you take
them seriously” (Arendt ca. 1945, cited in Barrett 1982, 104).

1.7. Aims

This book reconstructs the American history of logical positivism. Building on a variety of
archival material—professional and personal correspondence, travel diaries, institutional
records, and contemporary newspaper articles—it investigates how the exiled empiricists and
their American allies reshaped the U.S. intellectual climate—and how the U.S. intellectual
climate shaped them. More specifically, this book traces the evolution of American scientific
philosophy from its diverse manifestations at the turn of the twentieth century, to the period
when ‘logical positivism’ dominated the philosophical conversation, up until the 1970s and
1980s, when the movement had given birth to a ‘post-positivist’ counterrevolution and various
features of its approach had dissolved into the analytic mainstream.

The American development of logical positivism is a somewhat neglected topic in the
history of philosophy.** One could fill a small library with books on the movement’s European
history but there are surprisingly few book-length studies about its development in the country
where it had its biggest impact.*® The main reason for this dearth of publications, I suspect, is

39 Interestingly, the American careers of other German philosophical traditions such as
phenomenology and critical theory have been studied in much more detail. See, e.g. Jay (1986),
Wolin (2009), Wheatland (2009), Woessner (2011), Burnham (2012), King (2015), Beck and
Coomann (2018), Ferri (2019), and Strassfeld (2022).

40 One notable exception is George Reisch’s How the Cold War Transformed Philosophy of
Science (2005), which reconstructs logical positivism’s American development through the
lens of the McCarthyist period. The present book owes much to Reisch’s groundbreaking work,
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that logical positivism is deeply unpopular today. Many present-day philosophers associate
logical positivism with a rather crude, verificationist theory of meaning and even historians
who have a subtler perspective and contributed to the recent wave of “historically oriented
reappraisals” tend to view American variants of logical positivism as “an almost total
perversion” of the Vienna Circle’s original world conception. They argue that the subtleties of
the European program were lost in translation and accuse the more “down-to-earth and
pragmatically minded” Americans of turning a refined scientific philosophy into a “naive
empiricism” (Friedman 1999, 1-5).*! Historians of American philosophy typically concur that
logical positivism was a retrogressive force but tend to blame the other party, condemning the
immigrants for eclipsing the rich intellectual culture of the progressive era with an overly
technical approach.*? Historians, in sum, usually present logical positivism’s American history
as a history of decline, dismissing it as an undesirable development because it overturned more
promising approaches to philosophy, whether this be the traditions that emerged during the
“Golden Age of American Philosophy” (Frankel 1960) or the diverse palette of scientific
philosophies that had been developed in Berlin, Lvov, Prague, Vienna, and Warsaw.

The American history of logical positivism, in consequence, has only been written in
negative form. This is unfortunate because it means that this story has rarely been told from
the perspective of those who developed it into one of the most influential movements of
twentieth-century philosophy. Logical positivism is consistently cast as the antagonist in its
own story and its history is usually told from the perspective of either one of two
communities—the European immigrants or their American colleagues—thereby ignoring that
the American variants of logical positivism emerged out of a meeting between the two. Logical
positivism scholars tend to focus on the émigré philosophers and argue that their revolutionary
message was misunderstood, whereas historians of U.S. philosophy typically focus on early-
twentieth-century American movements and argue that the migration contributed to the demise
of their unique philosophical culture. Yet logical positivism, I will argue, is neither a European
export nor an American misinterpretation. It is the product of cross-cultural exchange. It would
never have taken root if U.S. philosophy had not already developed in a similar direction—if
there had not been an important network of scientific philosophers in the United States. And it
would not have come to be associated with an analytic, strictly verificationist approach to

but will argue that much of logical positivism’s development can traced back to encounters
between U.S. and European scientific philosophers in the 1920s and 1930s. I argue that the red
scare played an important role but that it was one of several external variables that shaped the
course of American philosophy (of science) after the exiled empiricists settled in the United
States. See in particular Chapters 8—11. The papers collected in Alan Richardson and Gary
Hardcastle’s Logical Empiricism in North America are another good source for work on this
topic. More generally, the present work is indebted to Richardson’s suggestion that ‘scientific
philosophy’ is a key concept for understanding early twentieth-century science and philosophy.
See Richardson (1997; 2023).

41 See also Carus (2007, 6-7), Uebel (2019, 20), and Richardson (2023, ch. 1).

42 See, e.g., Thayer (1968, 559) and Sellars (1969, 28). Talisse (2007, 133; 2013, 425) and
Misak (2025, 31) call this the ‘eclipse view’. See Jewett (2011) for a history of this narrative.
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philosophy if the displaced Europeans had not emphasized this project in their American
writings.

This book tells an alternative, more integrated story that puts logical positivism itself
center stage. Instead of portraying American philosophers as the passive recipients of an
invasive, foreign philosophical culture, or the exiled empiricists as the victims of a flawed
reception history, I argue that logical positivism has roots in both academic communities and
developed in the complex interplay between them. I will show how American philosophy, in
the years before war, became a melting pot of homegrown and foreign movements and I
reconstruct how the philosophers who aimed to advance a scientific philosophy had to navigate
both their internal differences and the strong opposition from factions who saw a different role
for philosophy. Logical positivism, I argue, played two important roles in this process: it
functioned as an exemplar for aspiring scientific philosophers and as a scapegoat for their
opponents, thereby emerging as a relatively stable category within American intellectual life,
even when philosophers of the new generation started to identify as ‘analytic’ philosophers
from the 1950s onwards.

In developing a positive, more integrated history of logical positivism in the United
States, I do not seek to rehabilitate it. Nor do I wish to argue that the positivists’ ideas and
arguments were superior to the ones they replaced. This study seeks to develop an historical
analysis of how logical positivism came to dominate academic philosophy in a specific
intellectual and cultural context, not a philosophical analysis of whether this was or was not a
desirable development. This is not because I believe that such an analysis would be pointless
or because I do not have philosophical preferences of my own, but rather because this book
aims to answer a different set of questions. This study seeks to reconstruct what happened when
a small coterie of European scientific philosophers emigrated to the United States and
encountered a highly developed but internally divided community of American philosophers,
not what could or should have been.

1.8. Methods

In order to do justice to logical positivism’s diverse cultural and intellectual roots, this book
employs a combination of qualitative and quantitative methods. Chapters 2—13 present twelve
historical studies of specific episodes in the development of logical positivism, most of them
based on an analysis of a particular collection of archival material. Combined, these studies
present a kaleidoscopic overview of the rise and eventual fall of logical positivism, shedding
new light on a range of major and minor philosophers, departments, research institutes,
journals, and public debates that played an important role in its American development.
Importantly, most of these chapters focus on the interplay between different groups of exiled
and American philosophers, revealing how various intellectual and institutional developments
emerged out of encounters between these philosophical cultures.

Qualitative studies allow historians to analyze specific developments in great detail but
are necessarily limited in scope, raising questions about selection and representation. Though
I set out to study a diverse set of historical figures and institutions—including both major and
minor philosophers; both elite colleges and public universities—any selection will necessarily
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foreground some developments over others. In order to keep track of the broader story,
Chapters 2—14 are interspersed with four quantitative, digital humanities studies (Appendices
I-1V) that develop a broader, more integrated perspective on the development of American
philosophy. Each of these appendices presents bibliometric maps and statistics that trace and
analyze the evolution of the discipline at the community level. I examine broad shifts in debates
in academic philosophy journals, investigate historical trends in dissertation topics and
university curricula, present tables of the most-discussed philosophers in different periods and
journals, and identify networks of philosophers through co-mention analyses.

In creating these maps, I will mostly rely on edhiphy, a database specifically designed
for bibliometric research on the development of twentieth-century philosophy (Petrovich,
Verhaegh, Bos et al. 2024; Verhaegh, Petrovich, and Bos 2025). Whereas quantitative studies
often employ citation data to quantitatively map the development of academic communities,
edhiphy uses mention data to reconstruct what and who philosophers were talking about in a
period when academics rarely cited work of colleagues or predecessors in standardized form.
Edhiphy contains, among others, a catalogue of more than one million mention links extracted
from almost twenty-three thousand full-text articles published between 1890 and 1979 and can
be used to estimate the relative impact of various philosophers in different periods of time, to
map logical positivism’s evolving place in the American philosophical landscape, and to
dissect its reception by focusing on the role of various journals and universities.*

In combining qualitative and quantitative analyses, I hope to demonstrate that a mixed-
method approach can enrich the study of the history of science and philosophy. Qualitative
studies allow historians to develop fine-grained analyses but necessarily highlight specific
philosophers and developments. Quantitative tools allow historians to analyze enormous sets
of data but tend to abstract away from historical detail. In integrating the two approaches, I
hope to show that it is possible to combine scope with historical detail. Quantitative studies can
help historians answer broader questions and estimate the relative impact of particular ideas
and movements, while qualitative case studies can help them get a better sense of how these
large-scale developments actually affected intellectual life. Much as modern dual lens cameras
allow one to take both close-up and wide-angle pictures, a mixed-method approach allows
historians to develop different perspectives on the same development—to integrate detailed
reconstructions with big-picture overviews.

1.9. Overview

This book is divided into four parts, each focused on a different period and a different unit of
historiographical analysis: contexts, individuals, institutions, and narratives. Logical
positivism, I argue, could only become as successful as it was because it emerged in a particular
intellectual and socio-political context (Part I, Chapters 2—4), because various individuals—the
exiled empiricists and their American colleagues—helped logical positivism become a
particular type of philosophy (Part II, Chapters 5—7), because its approach became ingrained
into the institutional fabric of American academic philosophy (Part III, Chapters 8-10), and

43 A more detailed introduction to edhiphy and mention analysis is presented in Appendix 1.
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because logical positivism became part of a broader story about intellectual life in the postwar
era (Part IV, Chapters 11-13).

Part I focuses on context, exploring several developments that paved the way for the
logical positivists in the decades before the intellectual migration. I discuss changes in the
American system of higher education, the professionalization of philosophy, the cultural effects
of the First World War I, and argue that these developments gave rise to a variety of American
scientific philosophies, each predominantly inspired by a specific development in the natural
and formal sciences: the theory of evolution (Chapter 2), the birth of mathematical logic
(Chapter 3), and the theories of special and general relativity (Chapter 4). Combined, I argue,
these scientific revolutions gave rise to a small and internally divided but gradually growing
community of philosophically-minded scientists and scientifically-minded philosophers that
would come to play a crucial role in the reception of European scientific philosophy. Several
members of this community visited their continental colleagues in the late 1920s and early
1930s, thereby creating an international network that would help the new movement spread its
ideas and, a few years later, help the European émigrés acquire positions at prominent U.S.
institutions.

Part II turns to the activities of individual actors. Whereas the first three chapters argue
that the conditions were ideal for something like logical positivism to take root, Chapters 5-7
focus on the ideas and activities of individual philosophers to explain how logical positivism
could become what it became. Chapter 5 traces Feigl’s and Schlick’s first encounters with U.S.
philosophers at Harvard and Berkeley and reconstructs how developments in both American
and European philosophy led them to (very successfully) promote logical positivism as a
particular type of position in the early 1930s. Chapter 6 examines the first Euro-American
encounters from an American perspective, reconstructing Hook’s and Nagel’s years in Europe
in the late 1920s and early 1930s. I argue that Hook’s and Nagel’s pragmatist backgrounds
made them ideal candidates to steer the discussion about logical positivism into a different
direction—for example, one focused on the aforementioned perspectives of Neurath and
Frank—and discuss some reasons why this alternative reception history failed to materialize.
Chapter 7, finally, argues that Carnap and Reichenbach did not correct (and in some cases
reinforced) the standard conception in their attempts to find a position in American philosophy.
I reconstruct their meetings with American philosophers in Europe and show how both used
their growing international network to boost their profile and improve their chances on the U.S.
academic job market, thereby making effective use of the intense debate about logical
positivism in the Anglophone world.

Part III, then, turns to institutions, showing how logical positivism gradually became
something more than the “latest fashion in scientific philosophizing” (Randall 1939, 80). I
reconstruct how the immigrant philosophers and their American allies managed to overcome
the deep-seated skepticism about logical positivism at several elite universities and argue that
they were helped by a variety of demographic and economic developments such as the
spectacular growth of American higher education in the 1950s and 1960s. Chapters 8 and 9
present a detailed reconstruction of the development of three departments of philosophy—
Princeton, Yale, and Columbia—and argue that the postwar transformation of U.S. philosophy
was first and foremost a generational transition. I show that logical positivism was
predominantly popular among students and young philosophy instructors and argue that this
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generation helped solidify some of the movement’s fundamental commitments into
philosophical practice when American institutions of higher learning were forced to expand
and rejuvenate in the years after the war. Chapter 10 reconstructs Feigl’s attempts to create
institutional space for logical positivism through the foundation of centers (the MCPS) and
journals (Philosophical Studies) and the publication of several textbooks (Feigl and Sellars
1949; Feigl and Brodbeck 1953). I argue that Feigl continuously vacillated between two
institutional models—one which positioned logical positivism as a school within analytic
philosophy and one which emphasized its cross-disciplinary ambitions—and I show why the
first model eventually prevailed.

Part IV, finally, turns to narratives, showing how logical positivism came to play an
important role in the story about American intellectual life in the postwar era. Chapter 11
focuses on the 1940s and 1950s and examines its reception in cultural discussions about
science, values, and American democracy. I show that logical positivism was frequently
singled out by (1) conservative and religious leaders who viewed it as a threat to democracy
and (2) progressives who treated it as a model of modern scientific thinking. I argue that these
discussions gave logical positivism cultural momentum in a period when the United States
pumped hundreds of millions of dollars into scientific research to alleviate Cold War anxieties
and I reconstruct how this public attention reinforced existing narratives about the positivists’
philosophical program. Chapter 12 turns to the 1960s and 1970s and reconstructs how
narratives about logical positivism became intertwined with countercultural opposition to the
military-industrial complex and the concurrent post-positivist turn in the philosophy of science.
Chapter 13, finally, reconstructs how third-generation logical positivists (in particular Wesley
Salmon) and historians of philosophy of science tried to develop new narratives about logical
positivism’s place in U.S. philosophy when the post-positivist revolt was in full swing and
philosophers concluded that the movement was “dead, or as dead as a philosophical movement
ever becomes” (Passmore 1967, 56).

In focusing on the contributions of individual philosophers, institutions, and broader
intellectual and socio-political developments, this book argues that the development of logical
positivism was both highly contingent and strongly shaped by the environment in which it
emerged. Logical positivism, I will argue, is at once the improbable outcome of a series of
chance developments and a philosophy that could easily flourish because it emerged in an
overall hospitable climate. Its development would likely have taken a different course if
particular individuals had made different choices but it also became so successful because the
conditions were just right. At various points in its development, I will argue, logical positivism
grew in popularity because it perfectly squared with existing philosophical, scientific,
institutional, socio-cultural, geopolitical, and demographic trends. In some cases, this was pure
coincidence. In other instances, logical positivism became a perfect fit because philosophers
like Feigl had an impressive talent for navigating these intellectual and institutional
developments.

A note on terminology

Logical positivism has meant many different things to many different people since the label
was first introduced by Blumberg and Feigl. It is commonly associated with the strictly
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verificationist philosophy outlined in Section 1.4. But it is also used as an umbrella term for
the full spectrum of views and perspectives developed by the émigrés and their American allies.
The narrow verificationist conception had the biggest impact on U.S. intellectual life but was
defended by only a select number of philosophers for a brief period of time. The umbrella term
does more justice to the diversity of views defended by the philosophers and scientists
commonly identified as logical positivists but is rather difficult to pin down theoretically since
there is “probably no important position that all [of them] shared” (Creath 2022a). This book
vacillates between the two notions as it seeks to tell the story of an idea and a community. It
reconstructs how a particular conception of logical positivism emerged out of the interplay
between European and American scientific philosophers in the 1920s and 1930s; and it details
how this community responded when this idea took on a life of its own.

Some logical positivists and historians, including Feigl, have introduced labels such as
‘logical empiricism’ and ‘scientific empiricism’ to distinguish between the early, strictly
verificationist position and the wealth of alternatives developed in the decades thereafter. One
problem with these labels, however, is that their meanings were contested in the period covered
in this book. While Feigl, at one point, introduced the label ‘logical empiricism’ to differentiate
between the “narrow” positivist position of the early 1930s and the more “liberal” logical
empiricist perspectives developed in later periods (1950b, 291; 1956, 14), Reichenbach and his
students used the same label to distinguish between the views originating in the Vienna Circle
(‘logical positivism”) and positions developed within the Berlin Group (‘logical empiricism”).**
This book will explicitly address the politics of naming in Chapters 5, 7, and 13, as this is an
important issue in the history of the movement. In these chapters, I will occasionally use the
label ‘logical empiricism’ to describe the philosophical identities of the people involved. In the
remainder of the book, I will stick to ‘logical positivism’—even if the discussed philosophers
preferred an alternative label—since this label played such as crucial role in the American
history of the movement.

4 ‘Logical empiricism’ has also become the standard label for historians of philosophy of
science. Whereas the first generation of historians of the movement used ‘logical positivism’
(e.g. Hanfling 1981; Rescher 1985; Smith 1986; Friedman 1999), standard usage changed in
the late-twentieth century (e.g. Reisch 1991; Sarkar 1996; Giere and Richardson 1996).
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