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    Abstract
This focusses on a certain theme of the 1986 closed conference at Stanford featuring Quine, Davidson, Føllesdal and Dreben, a transcript entitled the ‘Stanford Conversation’ having just been released: the contrast between traditional epistemology and Quine’s naturalized epistemology. A central fixture of the latter is the notion of stimulus meaning. Davidson objects to the notion repeatedly and vehemently, finding it unacceptably private or at least idiosyncratic, and indeed urging that it is of no epistemic or semantic relevance. On the contrary, Davidson contends, what is needed for both epistemology and semantics are simply the ordinary, public objects of reference, at least in typical cases. In opposition to Davidson, Føllesdal makes an interesting counter-suggestion to Quine’s stimulus meaning. It construes observation sentences as having meaning-like properties which are publicly available, yet, unlike the distal items insisted on by Davidson, they are still proximate. I generalize and sharpen Føllesdal’s suggestion, in such a way as to answer the reservations that Quine himself expressed. Meanwhile Dreben and Quine urge that, so far as one has naturalized epistemology firmly in mind, Davidson’s alternative is simply not available, not least because it seems for all the world to presuppose reference. I stress this.
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Dagfinn Føllesdal’s Photographic Plates and The Point of Naturalized Epistemology

A certain thing struck me repeatedly when studying the Transcript of the 1986 Stanford closed conference, something that should seem settled and obvious, but of which it does not hurt to remind oneself with some regularity. This is the extent to which so much of what the participants Quine, Davidson, Dreben and Føllesdal say depends, for both its force and its sense, on the assumption that the game being played is not traditional epistemology, but naturalized epistemology. The imperative to answer the sceptic—of the external world, of induction, or of rules—is not recognized, or at least not recognized in the spirit in which it is standardly posed. Either it is cheerfully granted that these challenges must ultimately go unanswered—the human predicament is the Humean predicament as Quine once said—or the sceptical predicament is simply reckoned outrageous, not to be taken seriously in a scientific context.

Dreben takes Quine as having a not dissimilar view to Wittgenstein’s in response to sceptical situations, that language here is ‘on holiday’ (see Philosophical Investigations §§38, 79–80). He sums it up in his inimitable way by saying ‘Empty is empty’, that such scenarios are mere ‘science fiction’ (175).1 Less runically:


[I]f you’re going to add to that throughout all time your senses will always deceive you and you will never know they deceive you, then I’m prepared to say, and I hope Van would agree, that we’ve reached the point where these notions have exploded. That’s the problem. And in that sense Carnap was right. It’s a meaningless question. And this doesn’t have to do with anything. And you can simply decide to go either way. (176)



‘It means that our notions of truth of theory and everything are empty’, Dreben goes on; ‘[a]t that point we don’t know what to say’ (175). Quine himself describes such cases as ‘bandying about’ questions of the form ‘what would you say if’ such-and-such, of ‘extreme uses of terms beyond their normal application’ (177). He is interested in the normal case, not the abnormal case. The task for the philosopher is rather to explain, given that a knowing human subject is causally embedded in the typical way in the world as science describes it, how the human subject comes to have the knowledge that he or she has. As Quine famously or infamously put it, ‘[e]pistemology, or something like it, simply falls into place as a chapter of psychology, and hence of natural science’ (1969, 82).

Although Davidson protests that his epistemology too is of the naturalized variety, the insistence on naturalized epistemology plays an important role in Quine’s response to Davidson—again with encouragement and clarification from Dreben and in light of an important suggestion by Dagfinn Føllesdal—namely that Davidson’s long-time repudiation of the stimulus meaning of observation sentences in favour of the events containing their referents is not genuinely a viable option, neither for the purposes of science, nor for naturalized epistemology. Despite my having written a book which decidedly sides with Quine on the point, I think Davidson’s tenacity in the transcript over it is impressive, and that it’s only by reminding oneself that the game is not epistemology—or empirical semantics or theory of meaning—but naturalized epistemology, that one can appreciate Quine’s position.

I mentioned a suggestion from Føllesdal. This is his point about ‘photographic plates’, which I will describe below. It is enormously helpful in furthering Quine’s cause. I will sharpen and extend the idea, drawing upon an earlier paper of mine (had I been aware of the Transcript, Føllesdal’s idea would have been the seed of my earlier paper). It will also give us some things to say about a spectre that might seem to favour Davidson’s position: the spectre of aliens who discourse about rocks and the like, but which share none of our senses. Overall then the plan consists of the following seven steps. Section 1 outlines the role and definition of observation sentences. Section 2 describes Davidson’s complaint, with Føllesdal’s suggested fix in terms of ‘photographic plates’ in Section 3. Section 4 gives Quine’s reservations. I provide my proposal of ‘stimulus fields’ and their advantages in Section 5 and Section 6 discusses the problem of aliens. Section 7 concludes, favouring Quine over Davidson, returning to general questions of epistemology and naturalized epistemology. I will reference mostly the transcript.






Plain page references are to the transcript of the 1986 Stanford Conversation between Quine, Davidson, Dreben, and Føllesdal (Marschall 2026).
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1 Stimulus Meaning

Quine distinguishes between standing sentences and occasion sentences: the first have their truth-values permanently, whereas the truth-values of the second typically undergo change. Observation sentences are those occasion sentences on which linguistically competent people tend to agree—to have the same dispositions to assent or dissent—upon witnessing the relevant occasion (1992, 3). ‘Rabbit!’ (or ‘There’s a rabbit!’) is the classic example; by contrast ‘My head hurts’ is an occasion sentence but not an observation sentence (only the speaker can witness the occasion); similarly with ‘Interest rates are rising’ (there is no relevant occasion to be witnessed).

Quine pushes the account into rudimentary neurology. For the individual, dispositions to assent to observation sentences correlate closely with their states of sensory stimulation (or rather, the stimulation of ‘exteroceptors’). The states of sensory stimulation are idiosyncratic, and in that sense private, for they are defined as sets of triggered sensory nerves in the individual, and it is granted that different individuals do not have identically structured sensory nerves. What Quine called the ‘stimulus meaning’ of an observation sentence must therefore be relativized to the individual. Still, each subject responds linguistically to the antics of rabbits and so on partly by virtue of some stimulus meaning or other that the corresponding observation sentence has for the subject. The confluence of such dispositions amongst different subjects leads Quine to posit the ‘Pre-established Harmony’ of perception: natural selection explains—if highly schematically—why you and I have similar dispositions over time to respond to the appearance of a rabbit.

Quine’s account of observation sentences is the lynchpin of his Naturalized Epistemology. It is not to be wondered that after his introduction of them in Word and Object of 1960, he kept tinkering with his account of them, right through his final writings in the late 1990s. Whatever the details, the account must enable him, with his over-arching goals as an epistemologist, to define the crucial notion of ‘empirical content’ of a theory (intended to do duty for the relatively informal notion of ‘evidence’ for a theory). If O1 and O2 are observation sentences, then ‘Whenever O1, O2’ will be what Quine’s calls an ‘observation categorical’, where the connective ‘Whenever __, __’ represents a simplified notion of generality, one not involving quantifiers or variables. It seemed to Quine ‘plausible, where even the most primitive people would articulately or inarticulately have those generalizations in mind which would be more primitive than quantification [as] considered explicit, namely whenever this happens that happens’ (309). Unlike observation sentences themselves, the categoricals are ‘standing sentences’, meaning as before that their truth-values generally remain constant. The empirical content of one’s total theory is thus the sum of the observation categoricals that one accepts.

It is essential to Quine’s plan—as he made clear in Roots of Reference, Pursuit of Truth, and From Stimulus to Science—that the notion of reference would not be needed adequately to describe the linguistic behaviour of a creature whose theory contains only observation categoricals and observation sentences. Reference emerges only in time, and gradually, with the advancing complexity of language in the individual—with recombination of the parts of sentences, with predication, individuatives (count-nouns) and truth-functions, and emerges full-blown only with relative clauses, quantifiers and pronouns or variables, and with criteria of identity including the language of space and time (1981b, 1–8; 1973, 83–101). ‘[R]eification of bodies across time is beyond the reach of observation sentences and categoricals’, Quine wrote in Pursuit of Truth; ‘[s]ubstantial reification is theoretical’ (1992, 25).
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2 Davidson’s Objection

Davidson seizes on the need for the relativisation of stimulus meanings. As one might put it, the stimulus meaning of observation sentences is private, not public, and therefore of no use to a translator or ordinary speaker. Davidson grants that ‘[f]or each person and each observation sentence there’s a pattern of stimulation to which he is conditioned to assent to that sentence’. But he observes that ‘[i]t doesn’t follow that there is a pattern of stimulation for people who understand each other which is common’. In fact, ‘[v]ery different patterns of stimulation prompt me to assent to a given sentence than prompt you to assent to the same sentence;’ stimulations are ‘irrelevant to the correct interpretation or translation of those sentences’ (190).

What is wanted is the public phenomenon, normally the referent, which as Davidson described it later, is the self-same item at one vertex of a triangle, with the other two vertices at the relevant sense-organs of the two language-users (in fact it is not the referent but the event involving the referent if there is a referent, but let us soft-pedal this complication for the time being). A translator, or an ordinary speaker, would not care about stimulus meaning—and if it were provided, it would not be of use in understanding or interpretation:


Da: Surely what Word and Object supposes is that you can find out that there’s some similarity in those stimulations which would cause you to assent to so and so and the class of totalities of stimulations that would prompt me to do this. We can’t begin by assuming that they have the same meaning. Stimulus meaning is something I thought that could be specified without talking about the book [which is doing the stimulating].

Q: No. Stimulus meaning is not something that could be specified. I can talk about them yes. I can describe them without mentioning books, but the stimulus meaning for “That’s a book” can’t be specified in any way that I can imagine without bringing in the book.

…

Da: OK, but now it seems to me quite obvious that the notion of stimulation is idle here. What we have is the presence of books activating a certain response. The notion of stimulation, then, as far as I can see, is doing no work at all. We have a causal relation between books on the one hand and assent on the other hand. There’s a causal relation between these two things. What the intermediate stages of that are is of course very interesting to science, and there’s lots more to it than just the tips of the sense organs. (195–96, emphasis added)



That is, the ‘intermediate stages’, though ‘interesting to science’, are ‘idle’, not of course from a physiological point of view, but for the purposes of empirical semantics and epistemology—the very subjects in which Quine is interested. Yet Davidson stresses that, so far as he is concerned, he is not giving up on Naturalized Epistemology:


Da: I think I’m as much of a naturalist as Quine. I mean I start out assuming that science is more or less right, that what we think about the world is more or less the way it is. And my purpose in talking about these things is to put them in such a way as not to get into trouble. I don’t begin by saying let’s answer the skeptic. I begin by supposing that we know what’s right and now want to develop an epistemology and a theory of meaning that won’t throw that in doubt. I think myself that if one uses something like stimulus meaning and one starts out with science as we have it and one gets into a position that invites skepticism, sort of science undermining itself, but one can be a naturalist and not take quite the same tack in one’s analysis of meaning and evidence … at the beginning what we look for is ordinary things in the outside world like cats and books. And if we find that the presence of a book is what prompts somebody to assent to “That’s a book”, then our best first guess is that the right way to understand that is, it’s a sentence which is true if and only if there’s a book there. (189)



Semantics and epistemology, on Davidson’s way of thinking, is a bit like baking. For example, it is irrelevant what brand of oven you use, or whether it runs on electricity, gas, or wood, so long as it maintains the desired temperature for the desired interval. Similarly with stimulus-meanings and the presence of environmental objects. Only the latter information is relevant to semantics and epistemology. Later he puts it in a way reminiscent of fishing: ‘As long as the same situations out there caused systematic reactions that the other person could catch’, he says, ‘all the interpreter needs to catch, and I think does catch, is on the one hand what’s out there, and on the other hand the responses. And what kind of a causal chain there is in between seems to me not to matter to that basic fact’ (239).

Should Quine give in? Dreben, for his part, thinks not. You will remember G. E. Moore’s saying: ‘I have hands’, as a known fact which supposedly defeats the sceptic. Dreben responds to Davidson as follows:


Dr: OK, and what we have to get is some clarity of what is really happening in the beginning of this. Prima facie it seems quite plausible. But that’s because that’s really Moorean common sense to start with. You start saying that you’re going to start talking about a series of books in front of me and, you see those books in front of me and I say, ‘there are books in front of me.’ You begin to interpret me. That’s fine. But it doesn’t tell me very much. So at least you have to say quite a bit about the causal relation that’s going on here. And it just can’t be taken as primitive just like that. And then I ask, are you going to give me some physicalist account of this relation between the books in front of me and the books in front of you and my utterance and your utterance. (268, emphasis added)



By mentioning Moore, Dreben does not mean that Davidson simply begs the question against the sceptic. He means that Davidson skirts over much of epistemological importance, as least from the naturalistic perspective. Perhaps this comes out more clearly a few pages later:


Dr: I can still want to go deeper than that, deeper than the theory that is easily checkable and even sets the standards for anything I want to [go] deeper. That is, Newtonian mechanics is not really refuted in most of the world by anything Einstein does or anything quantum mechanics does. In fact Newtonian mechanics gives you the check on those people most of the time. And still you want to dig deeper theoretically. Now what I’m taking to be the Quinean perspective is that it’s certainly true that if I want to find out, in practice or even set the criteria of what my theory should satisfy, whether you and I understand each other when we say there’s a book in front of us, and if I have a theoretical analysis which denies that there’s a book in front of us when we both say that there’s a book, the hell with my theoretical analysis. But that doesn’t mean we still might not want to dig deeper from this scientific viewpoint about what’s going on when we both say there’s a book in can check a theory in one way. (275–76, both emphases added)



Indeed, in the Roots of Reference of 1974, as well as in the great essay ‘Things and Their Place in Theories’ of 1980, Quine can well be taken as having had this aim in mind, that of granting the obvious fact that we refer to books (in the ordinary sense of ‘refer’), and going on to say exactly what is involved in that kind of fact—of playing Einstein to Newton, taking Newtonian facts as read (for moderate speeds etc.)—and trying to ‘go deeper’.1

Quine also has a rather different response to Davidson, although perhaps it remains unfocused at this stage. It begins by noticing that not all observation sentences pertain to an object, in view of sentences like ‘It’s dark’. One Davidson-friendly way to cope with such sentences is to incorporate ‘states-of-affairs’ or ‘facts’ into the ground floor of semantics (the reference to John Perry and John Barwise is to their 1983 book Situations and Attitudes):


Q: Perhaps a more important thing is in general you want the situation rather than the book because in general it isn’t the object that even we in our conceptual scheme are prepared to single out. Situation is more to the point, and then here’s this problem, what is a situation. And then you may say, all right the situation is that the total disposition of molecules out there. That’s something I have entertained when I was trying to decide how to handle these things many years ago. And I thought, well now what an enormously redundant basis because almost all of that is unperceived by almost everybody. And I wondered how to get things down to what matters, and that’s what brought things in closer to that sphere, and finally what really matters is just what’s triggered in the way of the nerve ending… And so that’s why I’ve brought it down to that. So I think that maybe the best way of looking at the motivation is the rationalization of an uncritical Perry/Barwise concept of situation (215, emphasis added)



But perhaps the reference to Barwise and Perry is unfair. Later Davidson and Quine have the following exchange:


Da: You really are using events aren’t you because stimulations are events. So it’s not as though one of us has events and the other doesn’t.

Q: Right, but not the general notion of event. They are physical events. And they’re physical events of such a special kind that I can even define them satisfactorily from the point of view of my own ontology of my own concepts which I can’t do in the case of events in a more inclusive sense unless parts of space time or the content thereof …

Da: Well a rabbit running across the field with vision is an event.

Q: It’s a scenario, a scene, an event, and that’s the general concept that I’m chary of, the way I am with Barwise and Perry.

Da: Hang on. I have a semantics for events which is completely different from their semantics for situations. It’s all done in first order predicate calculus without any fancy rules of substitution. It’s respectable even by your standards.

Q: In the sense of extensionality, yes, respectable in that way, but not in the sense that I can define it in [my] terms. Or at least if I can I have yet to do it, or I’d have to do it in this way that is debatable. Anyway you have to speak in terms of events rather than books and rabbits because this case of physical objects is too limited. (242–43)



Quine isn’t objecting to Davidson’s project in principle. He grants that a fully extensional notion of events is available (events rather than situations; but see the next paragraph). He is insisting rather that events in Davidson’s sense look not be usable at the initial stages of his own project. He does not say anything more at this stage to explain why this is—only that, in his words, he’d ‘have to do it in [a] way that is debatable’. Perhaps he is worried that the causal relation between an event—say the appearance of a rabbit—and the disposition to assent to the appropriate observation sentence, has nothing like the immediacy of the neural connection that obtains between the stimulus and the disposition. The former is less constant, and often much more complicated, than the latter.

He grants that events can be handled extensionally, but he may be worried that invoking events is not unlike invoking the notion of ‘situations’, which seems tantamount to smuggling propositions, and hence intensionality and a spurious semantic determinacy, into the picture. Indeed, shortly thereafter, in Pursuit of Truth (1992) and ‘In Praise of Observation Sentences’ (1993), this latter worry is explicit. He is ‘put off by the vagueness of situations’ (1992, 42), that he is ‘reluctant to settle for situations as points of reference’; they ‘are of a piece with facts and propositions’ (1993, 114). At this point, however, he simply observes that although a scheme is available which identifies situations extensionally as total distributions of molecules in space-time, such a scheme would, if invoked for the semantics of natural language, drag in ‘an enormously redundant basis because almost all of that is unperceived by almost everybody’ (215).






Andrew Lugg suggested that Dreben’s use of the Einstein/Newton connection slightly misfires, because Einstein has a systematic replacement for classical gravity—Einstein’s theory is more accurate, gets things right where Newton’s gets them slightly though significantly wrong—whereas Quine is simply concerned with a different, although he thinks epistemically more fundamental, portion of reality.
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3 Føllesdal’s Ploy: Photographic Plates

At any rate, I hope it is evident that the most basic problem confronting Quine—and he had acknowledged it back in 1965, in his essay ‘Propositional Objects’—is how to combine the idiosyncratic stimulus meaning or ‘neural intakes’ of observation sentences with their publicity. Later in life—for example in 1995 in From Stimulus to Science—Quine seems to have concluded, thanks to his doctrine of Pre-established Harmony, that the problem lapses, or needn’t be solved. But this is earlier. And at this time, in the Stanford conference, Føllesdal proposes a straightforward solution. First, the ‘meaning’ of an observation sentence, although remaining ‘proximate’, is, according to Føllesdal’s idea, the same for each user of the language. Second—although not mentioned by any of the participants in this discussion—whereas observation sentences had received their most basic characterization as those occasion sentences on which members of the linguistic community agree, upon witnessing the relevant occasion, we can now drop the reliance on the community’s ‘witnessing the occasion’ (or anything like it). An observation sentence, on the new method, can be defined simply as one assent to which is correlated with some particular range of features of what I will shortly term the ‘stimulus field’—in particular one that remains correlated with the same or similar field for all or most subjects in the community. There is thus no recourse to the relatively vague or potentially even troublesome notion of ‘jointly witnessing the occasion’.

Føllesdal introduces the idea of ‘photographic plates’ thus: ‘I thought that a better way of looking at it is to take stimulus meaning to be the pattern or the class of all these different patterns that you will get let us say on a photographic plate which is sensitive to the light’ (200–01). That is, instead of looking at the actual nerves which are stimulated by the light, we take a snapshot, so to speak, of the light-patterns striking the subject. Thus, for a given situation or point of view, the pattern does not depend on which subject is placed in the situation or point of view. Føllesdal says in more detail:


If in the case of visual stimulations you take a photographic plate which pointed in the right direction has the right kind of sensitivity to the conveyed length and so on and the right amount of dissolute or fineness in grain. And there of course you don’t have the problem with isomorphism between nerve endings. But which of all those patterns we include in the stimulus meaning depends on verbal responses. We’ll include those which are there when you get a positive response to “Gavagai” though part of the positive stimulus meaning, and those that are there when you get the negative response to part of the negative stimulus meaning. And on the ordered pair of them would be the whole stimulus meaning. (201)



Quine saw the point of this immediately. ‘Well now, Dagfinn’s photographic plates take care of this homology problem’, he says; ‘you’ve got your pair of classes of photographic plates and I’ve got mine, and we can compare these photographic plates. Each one is going to have a close or similar one over here that the points are distributed, with few exceptions in the same way to within negligible distances [of the] neighborhood of one another. That’s what the similarity is, no mention of “Gavagai”’ (205).

Quine might seem to have anticipated the idea way back in Word and Object, having written ‘All the objective data he has to go on are the forces that he sees impinging on the native’s surfaces and the observable behavior, vocal and otherwise, of the native. Such data evince native “meanings” only of the most objectively empirical or stimulus-linked variety’ (1960, 25). And: ‘A visual stimulation is perhaps best identified … with the pattern of chromatic irradiation of the eye’ (1960, 27), with the ‘ocular irradiation patterns’ striking it (1960, 28). This was, however, just a momentary vacillation. The official view, as it emerged, was in terms of stimulus meaning, the actual nerves stimulated. In the years after Word and Object he explained that his intention was always the bodily reaction to being impinged upon—the neural firing, rather than the ‘forces … impinging on the native’s surfaces’, or the ‘chromatic irradiation’ (1969, 155–60).

But now he reconsiders. In response to Davidson, Quine says ‘if we think in terms of Dagfinn’s photographic plates, about how there could be empirically any question at all about what will be similar from person to person. The light that’s reaching one person from a book isn’t going to reach another person in the shape of a rabbit’ (209). Later, he characterizes a photographic plate as ‘a way of cutting through this problem of there being internally different stimulations between different individuals, the problem which in a realistic form is the problem of homology of nerve endings’; it is ‘a way of getting an information-theoretically meaningful sense to sameness of visual field independent of more internal idiosyncrasies, if such there be’ (373).

Dreben voices agreement:


Dr: … the same book as I in front of you and actually having the same stimulus received. That is a question of empirical thesis, but I think there’s a lot to be said for it. If you have two observers who are both humans, they are pretty much receptive to the same kind of wavelengths and so on. So if you take this photographic plate way of looking at this and so on and stimulus meaning and, then it’s part of being able to function socially that you should give the same kind of responses when you hear these observation sentences as long as you have the same set. (237–38)



But Davidson doesn’t go along, protesting that there is no guarantee that the same photographic plate will work for different members of the linguistic community: ‘I find, not to my total amazement but possibly surprise, that these classes of patterns are very different for you and me by almost any standards of similarity of all’ (208). At this, both Quine and Føllesdal are not only surprised but incredulous. Quine declares that he is ‘completely mystified’ at Davidson’s claim (209). For Føllesdal, it was not ‘right’ when Davidson ‘contested the invariable regularity of having the same book as I in front of you and actually having the same stimulus received’ (237). That is admittedly an ‘empirical thesis’, but ‘[i]f you have two observers who are both humans, they are pretty much receptive to the same kind of wavelengths and so on. So if you take this photographic plate way of looking at this … then it’s part of being able to function socially that you should give the same kind of responses when you hear these observation sentences as long as you have the same set’ (237).

This will come up again at the end.
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4 Quine’s Resistance

After Føllesdal had made his suggestion, Quine summed up his predicament as follows:


I would like to find a solution to this matter of interpersonal correlation of stimulations … I still want to get it down to stimulations. But correspondingly placed nerve endings is the wrong approach, it would seem. Homology won’t work. But at the same time it has to be something pretty much like that because however different the internal set-up is in their respective thalami or whatever, the forces that are meeting the circuses of these people are sufficiently alike. There is the matter of perspective, but let them change positions. Sufficiently alike, that’s what’s needed for the objectivity, the sharing of the scene. And it isn’t as though they’re receiving different patterns of forces. Vaguely speaking what I want are the patterns of forces that reach these people from the scene, the patterns of forces that reach their surfaces. (376)



So far, he is voicing openness to Føllesdal’s idea. He goes on:


I can remember now years ago thinking in those terms temporarily and then worrying about the fact that some of these people are big and some are little and the same bundle of forces hitting one is going to be hitting in the wrong place compared to the other even if his orientation is the same.1 And those discrepancies again are the kind of discrepancies that one doesn’t want to have to worry about. They don’t seem relevant, besides which they’re stubborn. The homology thing doesn’t seem so relevant, and it’s certainly stubborn. And so this is my situation. (376–77, emphasis added)



Nevertheless, Quine pulls back. ‘I’ve recognized for many years now the unsatisfactory state of this problem of homology’, he says, ‘and this photographic plate is an idea. Of course this isn’t satisfactory as a final answer because for one thing it’s so artificial, almost metaphorical. For another thing it only is appropriate to one of our five senses’ (374, emphasis added). That is, the idea is at most at a schematic stage, and furthermore, whereas stimulus meaning covers not only vision but all human senses—those involving our ‘exteroceptors’ including at least the classic five—the photographic plate idea covers only the sense of vision. He says little more. And so far as I am aware, he does not mention the idea of photographic plates in any work published after the conference (indeed not even when he does refer, in Pursuit of Truth, to the Stanford conference, 1992, 41–42). Perhaps his idea of Pre-Established Harmony—‘[h]armony without interaction’ (1996, 161), as he once put it—convinced him that his own account was satisfactory, but this is speculation.2






See below, note 5.



The passage (from ‘Progress on Two Fronts’, Quine 1996, 161) goes on: ‘We have, to begin with, an inductive instinct: we tend to expect perceptually similar stimulations to have sequels that are similar to each other. This is the basis of expectation, habit formation, and learning. Successful expectation has always had survival value, notably in the elusion of predators and the capture of prey. Natural selection has accordingly favored innate standards of perceptual similarity which have tended to harmonize with trends in the environment. Hence the success, so much better than random, of our inductions and expectations. Derivatively, then, through our sharing of an ancestral gene pool, our innate standards of perceptual similarity harmonize also intersubjectively’.
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5 Stimulus Fields

In my piece ‘Observation Sentences Revisited’ (2022), I sketched in certain detail the notion of ‘Stimulus Fields’, which has the effect of generalizing and sharpening Føllesdal’s photographic plates. The thought is that associated with each observation sentence is a certain cluster of observable properties that remain more or less the same across the community—covering, in principle, visible properties, audible properties, and so on, and which are ‘proximate’, not ‘distal’. The idea is not metaphorical, and not limited to one sense, in the ways that were worrying Quine.

Starting relatively figuratively, imagine a scene involving the subject’s body. The sensory envelope is the region, in the manner of a rubber-suit, that is immediately outside the body (most, but not all the action, concerns the area around the subject’s head). I speak of the forces active within the sensory envelope at a given interval of time—an interval that Quine called the ‘modulus’—comprising light waves, sound waves, and so on (for brevity, by ‘forces’ let us also include molecules such as traces of methane). Spatially, the sensory envelope need not be anything but very thin, 1 mm perhaps. Temporally, the sensory envelope need include only a final momentary phase of such spatio-temporal processes as the sound travelling through the air, but longer moduli will often be required; the exact duration will depend on the forces under discussion.

We discount the forces which one cannot sense. We introduce the term the ‘stimulus field’; in particular the ‘individual stimulus field’, and as explained in a moment, the ‘overall stimulus field’ and the ‘total stimulus field’. The individual stimulus field for ‘Dog!’, for example, will be a class of stimulus fields pertaining to vision, ones pertaining to touch, and so on. In more detail, for a given observation sentence, the individual stimulus field associated with a given sense is an ordered pair of classes of partial stimulus fields—the first member corresponding to what Quine referred to as the positive stimulus meaning of an observation sentence, and the second member corresponding to the negative. Members of the positive stimulus field are those for which the subject is disposed to assent to the queried sentence, and similarly for the negative and dissent (discounting cases for which the subject neither assents nor dissents). The overall stimulus field for the individual will be the class of stimulus fields, positive and negative, for all observation sentences in the individual’s lexicon.

Each stimulus field includes the four-dimensions: three spatial dimensions plus an interval of time, the modulus.1 In particular, each unit of data, the sum of which collectively represent an (individual) stimulus field for an associated observation sentence, will be of the form of an ordered n-tuple, for example an ordered quadruple, ⟨O, L, f, v⟩, where O is a queried observation sentence, L is a location, f is a force present at L (possibly zero), and v is a verdict, affirmative or negative. Sometimes more entities are needed than four, sometimes fewer. L is a centred location, defined by reference to the subject’s body.2 Tacit is the time at which the unit of data is taken, as well as the modulus. Enough units of data will suffice to describe the stimulus field of a given observation sentence for an individual (the class of all these for an individual, recall, is the ‘overall’ stimulus field for that individual). If we do the same for many individuals, we can find the common currency of these—where the common currency may be defined as a stimulus field ⟨O, L, f, v⟩ valid for a minimum of (say) 95% of the test subjects across the community, except L for one subject must be replaced by L of another in the obvious way (or perhaps we could take the overall fields to be not sets of individual fields but clusters of individual fields, or ‘patterns’ of them). We are thus vouchsafed the stimulus field of a given observation sentence simpliciter. The union of all the stimulus fields for all observation sentences with which the group is competent is the total stimulus field.

The methods of finding the stimulus fields for various senses can be complex. I will describe one example—from the sense of vision, since it links up with Føllesdal’s photographic plates—and otherwise refer you to my earlier piece (the method is too simple to work well in practice, but it is perhaps enough to see that such a method is possible). A light-detector operates much as a pinhole-camera does, with an aperture set between the two corneas, oriented in the same direction as the corneas and sensitive to a horizontal field of let us say one hundred eighty degrees, and to a vertical field of say one hundred twenty degrees, projecting the image onto an active pixel sensor. This will largely eliminate the issue of focus and will be insensitive to the degree of centrality of the object of vision.3 Thus, if the pattern of light striking the light-detector for the given modulus is Γ, we have, for example: ⟨ ‘Rabbit?’, midway between the two corneas, Γ, affirmative ⟩. Γ will be an MP4 file or some equivalent.

To recapitulate at a more general level, there are three principal claims as regards the replacement of stimulus meanings by stimulus fields. First, since they are made up of physical forces immediately outside each subject’s body, not of the neural stimulations themselves, the total stimulus field is the same for all subjects. Second, stimulus fields pertain to events which are immediately proximate to the subject, and thus are innocent of distal reference. Third, an observation sentence, on this method, can be defined simply as one assent to which is correlated with some particular range of features of the stimulus field—in particular one that remains so for all or most subjects in the community. There is no recourse to the potentially problematic notion of ‘jointly witnessing the occasion’.






I wrote in 2022:


We have to deal with a small degree of variance from subject to subject; for example you might call some things red which I would not, or have more sensitive hearing than I do, or be bigger or fatter than me. A solution is as follows. Partition the individual overall fields into classes of fields with similar body shapes and sizes, of whatever fineness of grain is thought necessary. In the way described above, take the common currency of the fields within each size-and-shape class. Then project each common currency size-and-shape onto each other—left cheek to left cheek, belly-button to belly-button, and so on. Then check for significant discrepancies: Are there non-minimal differences with respect to a given observation sentence—say ‘Warm’—At a given bodily location, depending on size and shape? In the vast majority of cases, I take it the answer will be negative; the positive cases we can simply throw out. We are left with common currency size-and-shapes which can now be recombined, yielding a total stimulus field. The total stimulus field contains a common-currency stimulus field associated with each observation sentence. Strictly speaking there is thus a degree of relativisation, but it is decidedly marginal. Only for the sake of accommodating certain examples of touch, the relevant stimulus field includes the relativisation to the particular shape and size of the body as described. But we can regard these simply as variations within the self-same field, somewhat as players can all wear the same uniform, even though different players require different sizes. (Kemp 2022, 822–23)





More are needed to cope with encoding the information necessary for certain relations, such as ‘warmer than’; for example ⟨ ‘x is warmer than y’, left cheek at t, 32°c, left cheek at t’, 11°c, affirmative ⟩. Fewer are needed for the sense of touch. See Kemp (2022, 818–22).




 The light itself is the electromagnetic radiation of ≈380 to ≈740 nanometers striking the light-detector, the range the human eye can detect. The light-detector will be inaccurate where the salient visual information is overwhelmed by other, concomitant visual information, as when one focuses on a small, distant event, but one’s visual field is dominated by a large protest sign held up by one’s neighbour. However repeated trials on the same observation sentence will tend to reveal such cases as noise. Coping with binocular vision would be necessary only to account for the relatively fine differences brought in with the depth of field, the relative distances from the observer of objects seen. (Kemp 2022, 819–20)








    
    
    Aliens; Davidson Again | Journal for the History of Analytical Philosophy
    
  




6 Aliens; Davidson Again

Creatures are conceivable which have none of our senses, but which do have language—or, not to beg any pertinent questions, which exhibit a type of intelligent behaviour which transmits information substantially as we do with human language. They might have only the ability to detect infra-red light, the ability to echolocate, the ability to detect magnetic fields and atomic radiation. Such creatures might nevertheless be able to ‘talk about’ rabbits and books. Call the means by which they do so ‘sentences’. We could not make direct use of such creatures’ stimulus fields, not just in themselves; a complete catalogue of them would not itself enable us to communicate with them, since they would not thereby enable us to interpret their sentences.

And here we can imagine Davidson saying: ‘Aha! Whereas the stimulus fields, or stimulus fields, in the alien case, will not show us how to translate, we can see that they are talking about rabbits and books, even though we cannot sense them in the same manner as the aliens sense them; once again we can see triangulation at work. The alien performs a speech act, “utters” a sentence; we translate it as saying something about the physical object, say a rabbit. The referents are the key’.

But not so fast. If painstakingly, alien stimulus fields can be investigated and catalogued. By comparing their stimulus fields with ours, we can find that alien dispositions to assent to ‘sentences’ of a certain description correlate spatio-temporally with our disposition to assent to ‘Rabbit!’. This is sufficient for translating the alien linguistic item as ‘Rabbit!’.

Of course, there may be alien sentences which have the profile of observation sentences but do not correspond to any observation sentences of ours. I shall mention two types of examples. First, an alien sentence might report the presence of some radioactive material. But this is simply an example of an observation sentence which would at most have a translation as some theoretical or non-observational sentence of ours.1 Second, in some cases the verdicts will fail to line up, but where there is nonetheless overwhelming evidence that the sentence should translated as, for example, ‘Rabbit!’. Aliens having X-ray vision might be example of this kind. If the translation is nevertheless satisfactory where X-ray vision is disregarded, then the translation as ‘Rabbit!’ might be justified; if it is not, then the example should classed as of the first type.






This rather obvious point is one that I missed in the Mind piece.
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7 Conclusion: The Central Point of Naturalized Epistemology

Early in the Transcript, Davidson says ‘I’m arguing against leaving out what I consider to be basic parts of my own ontology without which I wouldn’t be able to understand you at all’ (83). We saw Dreben describing Davidson’s stance as one of insisting, in a way reminiscent of Moore, on a certain ‘Newtonian description’, in the face of an ‘Einsteinian description’ that goes ‘deeper’—that is, in the face of the one proposed by Quine. The contrast could be expressed as Davidson insisting that the presuppositions of ordinary discourse not be removed, on pain of unintelligibility; Quine however sees the epistemological merits of unpacking them.

There is a bit of a ‘different projects, no conflict’ vibe in such remarks as this from Dreben: ‘[I]f you and Quine are really doing the same thing except that Quine is digging deeper’—with the diplomatic aside ‘not necessarily that it’s more important to be deeper’—then ‘we ought to be able to get from you exactly what Quine gets, and vice versa, once we grant that [that distal] event will play the same role as Quine’s stimulus meaning, having the advantage that the theorem, leading right to [the] observation sentence, is immediate’ (236).

But he goes on with ‘that’s where I want to put it because that I think brings right out whether there’s a difference between you and Quine that is philosophically really significant or whether you are simply starting with a primitive that Quine has analyzed further down’ (237). Then, a little later, Quine says, with somewhat uncharacteristic directness: ‘People say of my naturalized epistemology so-called, “He called it epistemology. That’s not epistemology.” Now I say of yours, “You call it epistemology. That’s not epistemology”’ (245). To which Dreben chimes in: ‘That’s what you [Davidson] mean when you say you’re not interested in evidence, in the notion of evidence. Of course, you’re going to have evidence. Quine is trying to define physically the relation of evidence. That’s the whole thing he’s doing with observation conditionals [categoricals]’ (245).1

It is indeed easy to underestimate how much Davidson is in effect presupposing. It is not just that he is using the concept of reference, whereas Quine demands, if not an analysis of it, then further explication of it. That would be like imagining a genuine conflict between an elementary school arithmetic teacher and some theorist seeking a model of the Peano Axioms. The danger that Davidson is in, rather, is that of denying the interest and indeed the philosophic point of much in Quine’s philosophy, in favour of common sense, if enlightened common sense (Moorean common sense). Remember, Quine endeavours to describe observation sentences and observation categoricals without appealing to reference at all (as in Roots of Reference, Pursuit of Truth and From Stimulus to Science). He wants to know what is presupposed by our blithe talk of reference. Not only does this give the inscrutability of reference and ontological relativity their paradigm-upsetting teeth, it is what is behind such sayings as ‘all objects are theoretical’—that books and rabbits are ultimately on a par with neutrinos and irrational numbers, even if the books and rabbits are more secure and familiar. From Quine’s point of view, to deny these is not far from declaring a lack of interest in certain abstract but real questions in philosophy. Davidson is on the verge of waving them away by presupposition. And Føllesdal’s idea of photographic plates, meanwhile, extended and sharpened with the introduction of stimulus fields and which replaces Quine’s stimulus meanings, removes the main barrier to Quine’s epistemology, the one which Davidson harped upon.

There is a significant, further issue which arises in Quine’s project, which does not arise in Davidson’s. It comes to a head with the sceptical question raised by Stroud. The question is what to make of there being no difference between the evidence—the observation categoricals—available to a brain-in-a-vat, and to a normal person (the cerebral doppelganger of the brain-in-a-vat). For Davidson, the answer to it is that the interpretation of sentences presupposes that we live in an objective world, the world of books and rabbits, tables and trees. The view, as has often been noted, bears some resemblance to Kant; indeed Dreben here calls his approach ‘transcendental’, whereas Quine’s approach is ‘immanent’. For Davidson, the brain-in-a-vat either attaches no meaning to its ‘words’—or if it does, the meaning would concern only the machine that stimulates it. For Quine, as I have said, the best answer appears to be the one that Dreben supplies, namely that when he speaks of ‘examples of that science fiction predicament, the vacillation in philosophy that comes with the science fiction predicament of extreme uses of terms beyond their normal application’ (177). For ‘this quandary and these apparent or real conflicts and formulations are exactly a case of that and that the way to look at it rather is that the question shouldn’t arise and that therefore this sustains the positivistic answer on this particular point’ (177, emphasis added). Notice that the qualification on the phrase ‘positivistic answer’ is needed, for an out-and-out positivistic answer is not strictly available to Quine.2 All one can say is that the ‘particular point’ contradicts, at every turn, well-established science. Quine of course agrees with Davidson that we live in an objective world, but unlike Davidson he has a physicalistic story of what is involved in a human being’s overcoming their subjectivity—one that, as Stroud’s predicament reminds us, cannot be absolutely overcome, except by positivistically, and some would say artificially, ruling it out of court as in Carnap. One can feel that this is the right result, just as one cannot answer absolutely the inductive sceptic. The human predicament is the Humean predicament, I repeat.

Dreben, addressing Quine a bit earlier, had been more explicit concerning scepticism and positivism:


Dr: … your whole point is, ‘what evaporates is the transcendental question of the reality of the external world’ [Quine (1981b, 22)]. What’s really happening here is how you’re going to interpret the Stroud question. The question whether and how far our science measures up to the [world behind the scene]. You go on to give a sense because I remember when we discussed this I said you had to answer Barry. You had to show, given your view, that there had to be some empirical sense given to skepticism. And that’s what this is to be doing. Given Quine’s view that he couldn’t be a positivist, he didn’t have a criterion for the meaninglessness of this, but you had to give some sense to skepticism. (167)



Near the end of conference, Quine explicitly leaves room for scepticism, not in any ‘transcendental sense’, but in the shape of the antecedent of a conditional:


Da: I thought the answer that you gave to Stroud overlooked the social aspect. Perhaps you were imagining the situation in which everybody was a brain in a vat so to speak, but the problem arises when you suppose that one person is and one person isn’t.

Q: I think that [the] social thing is accommodated in this way, that we who are not solipsists are describing this process whereby the language is acquired or the meaning enters the language through observation sentences and all that. It’s a social thing. And then there’s a question whether the theory of the world which is eventually derived from all this observation and reconstruction comes to the conclusion that all this which we are taking seriously in our theory which is in the meta-language, that all this is really a construction of a subtle kind on a basis in which actually there aren’t those other people. (369)



That is: if the subject is causally (and socially) embedded in the normal way, then here is an account of how the subject has the knowledge that he or she has, of what that knowledge amounts to. That is manifestly the central point of Naturalized Epistemology.
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