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The distinction between the object language and the metalanguage played a prominent part in the
philosophical theories of many important 20th-century philosophers: let us name, among others, just Tarski and
Carnap. It played an important role in evading inconsistencies resulting from the so-called semantical paradoxes, of
which the best known is probably the Epimenides, or the Liar. It is well known that Tarski showed that we can avoid
the inconsistencies if we get rid of the idea that we can define a universal notion of truth which would correspond to
our intuitive concept. Instead, we define the notion of truth for a particular object language in an appropriate
metalanguage; according to the Carnap of the Logical Syntax we define the notion of analyticity for a specific object
language in an appropriate syntax language. Truth or analyticity thus become relative to the languages for which
they are defined.

From the start it was clear that an analysis in terms of metalanguage can be a powerful means of treatment
of some traditional philosophical issues. Carnap, for instance, distinguished a peculiar non-standard mode of
speech which he called "transposed" and whose examples was, among others, the intensional language of modal
logic. A statement such as "A is necessary" was analysed as a statement in the metalanguage "‘A’ is analytic".
Since all intensional language was interpreted as a result of the non-standard, transposed mode of speech, whereas
all standard, formal mode of speech was seen to be extensional (analyticity was defined extensionally), it followed
that a proper analysis of the intensional idiom would result in a reduction of all intensional language to the language
which would be extensional, or, to be more precise, to two extensional languages, namely to the object language
and to the syntax language (metalanguage). All intensional languages were seen by Carnap to be translatable into
the extensional language of syntax. Indeed, Carnap was not alone. Ernest Nagel, for example, proposed an analysis
of counterfactuals in terms of metalanguage; Reichenbach used a metalanguage to define the general notion of law.

However, the utility of the distinction between the object language and the metalanguage became a target
of severe criticism. It was maintained that the analysis by means of metalanguage was inadequate in terms of its
failure to capture the truth conditions of the original statement. Moreover, the whole idea of the hierarchy of levels of
different languages was attacked from a more fundamental perspective. Thus Hilary Putnam stressed that one has
to be outside the hierarchy in order even to assert that there is such a hierarchy. The whole hierarchy of levels of
languages is seen as an instance of an attempt to preserve the idea that real knowledge is impersonal (does not
include the observer) and absolute, which is, according to Putnam, simply misconceived. We are never in the
situation of having the whole of our language in front of us ready for inspection.

My paper is an attempt to contribute to the discussion concerning philosophical utility and meaningfulness
of the theories of different levels of language. The first point concerns the utility. I discuss several illustrative
attempts to discredit the analysis of counterfactuals in terms of metalanguage; I discuss Carnap’s proposals with
regard to the reduction of modal terms to non-modal ones. I also try to evaluate his concept of transposed mode of
speech. I attempt to show that this type analysis is, despite its sometimes being considered old-fashioned,
philosophically valuable and fruitful since it provides an explanation that we are not given by other theories of
modalities, such as the possible-worlds semantics.

I also try to give this type of analysis a shape that would sustain the objections concerning its intelligibility.
The key is to be seen in a particular conception of logic as a discipline, and of logical form characteristic of
language. Both Carnap and Reichenbach considered this type of analysis to be a means of saying what could be
according to the Wittgenstein of the Tractatus merely shown: we can say in the metalanguage what can merely be
shown in the object language, we can make explicit in the metalanguage what is only implicit in the object language.
It is the implicit logical dimension of our language that is the subject-matter of logic as a discipline, and formalised
language systems serve primarily to make this dimension explicit. The nature of this implicit dimension is taken to be
fundamentally normative, which derives (at least partly) from the work of Frege and today from Robert Brandom’s
writings. I attempt to show that the idea of having, on the one hand, our natural language and, on the other hand, a
hierarchy of levels of formalised languages is not overtly problematic.


