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Editorial Remarks

In the summer of 1986 W. V. Quine, Donald Davidson, Burton Dreben, and Dagfinn Føllesdal met—at the invitation of the latter—in Stanford for a protracted philosophical conversation lasting four days. As described in the introduction to this special issue, the conversation was taped and later transcribed by Shaun Nichols. The following text is a slightly polished and annotated version of the full transcript. Handwritten corrections and annotations Quine made on his copy of the transcript have been incorporated. Nichol’s original transcript is of a high quality and contained relatively few obvious typos which have been silently corrected. Occasionally Nichols put “???” in the text in order to indicate that the recording was inaudible, which here is rendered as “[?]”.

The fact that we are dealing with a conversation poses editorial challenges. People frequently utter wrong words, change their mind about how to phrase something mid-sentence, or don’t fully articulate their thoughts. Where removing or adding “a” or “the” would turn an ungrammatical sentence into a grammatical one the change was made, and some commas were inserted to break up long and meandering statements. I refrained from doing so in cases where ambiguities in the original text would need to be resolved, however, and hence a number of difficult-to-parse sentences remain. More substantial and conjectural suggestions for what could have been meant by otherwise puzzling remarks are made in square brackets, and in those cases the original text is preserved in a footnote.

The discussion contains many references to specific philosophical writings, especially Quine’s. Often certain key passages are scrutinised, and I have liberally quoted them in the footnotes. Other footnotes explain remarks that, without context, have struck me as especially hard to understand. No doubt the choice of topics and the level of detail has been influenced by my own philosophical interests, and the absence of explanatory footnotes on certain strands of the conversation should not be taken to mean that I find it either clear or uninteresting. I hope that readers will find the edited transcript useful and am looking forward to future work based on it.

I thank Andreas Føllesdal and Juliet Floyd for corrections and suggestions on earlier versions of the transcript which led to various improvements.


 Benjamin Marschall 
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1 First Day: Tuesday, 15 July 1986


 Quine: One of the changes in emphasis anyway that struck me was that in “Two Dogmas”1 the real culprit is the second dogma and not the first. The way I see it now, the way I think it should have been seen all along is that the important thing is the holism, the moderate holism. This is important at least in the negative form that in general it’s not the case that a meaningful empirical sentence has its own empirical content exclusive. But that much is recognized, and it’s recognized that when you have a failure of prediction that it’s all the sentences together (not all the sentences of science but all the members of the minimal set that imply that false consequence),2 any one of the sentences is fair game. Fair game in what sense? Fair game only in the sense that up to that point the evidence at hand can be accommodated by casting out any one sentence or another. Given that, which then can be put this way, that it’s only that bundle of [?],3 the empirical content. Some of the sentences in that bundle are sentences of mathematics and logic: mathematical truths, logical truths. So, they’re sharing the empirical content, insofar as we can speak any longer of empirical content, along with the so-called empirical sentences. And therefore, Carnap’s problem of how to make sense of sentences without empirical content and not cast them out as meaningless metaphysics, which he answered by playing up the notion of analyticity, is answered in another way so you don’t need analyticity. And you can still answer all the controversy over analytic, “Oh yes, but we surely recognize no bachelor is married” and all that kind of thing. We can say, yes analyticity makes reasonable sense for linguistic purposes. There’s a tremendous intermediate area where people can’t decide, but that’s all right. You don’t need it. And you might even say as I suggested in Roots of Reference that a sentence is analytic if one learns to accept it by learning one of the component words. And we would never know except in the case of a few examples like no bachelor is married whether we did or not because we don’t remember how we learn things. But that would still make some kind of sense, and that would be all right. You have this, but it would be philosophically irrelevant, uninteresting. So there’s that change in attitude that might have cut down a good deal on the literary output in the intervening decades you know, Arthur Pap’s book on analyticity …4

Davidson: Let me get this straight. This at least partly comes to saying everything that’s interesting about the first dogma simply follows from the second. The first dogma is that there isn’t any interesting way based upon the patterns of how people speak of drawing the analytic/synthetic line. To put it that way leaves open the possibility that from time to time you might just decide the best way to interpret people is to suppose that some sentences are analytic. But that would just be a heuristic notion. The big thing is how you arrive at this, and once you see how you arrive at it there’s no sense anymore in employing some sense of analytic. You could make the point in another way, just that this has to do with people’s expectations of other people’s speech behavior and their own. But there’s really nothing behind this except the second point, the holism.

Q: Yes the thing I had about it I think is simpler, less of it. What this new argument of mine is supposed to show is just that Carnap’s desperate need of analyticity that made him so tenacious is eliminated by the holism. Here’s a place for analyticity that isn’t purely a matter of linguistic interest but of a little more. But it doesn’t seem to me deeply philosophical, namely there are those occasions where we rightly and usefully say in the course of an argument, “Oh yes, but that’s just a matter of words” or, “That’s just a question of how you define words”.

[Da]: But why isn’t that a matter of linguistic interest?5 I mean you discover in the course of a philosophical argument that someone is treating some sentence as analytic, such as, “All of our acts are selfish” standard arguments of undergraduates. You just discover that no matter what motive you attribute to somebody and say look there at least is a case where somebody cares about somebody else or something. They respond that after all he was only doing it for his own satisfaction and it pleases him to do that or something like that. You finally say but look obviously you won’t accept any evidence whatsoever, so you say that in this, your usage, this is an analytic sentence. Now that does seem to me in a way to be just a point about how the person is using his words. And it’s a useful device to be able to label this, under the circumstances.

Q: Yes, well that’s characteristic. You say, “isn’t that linguistic?” Yes, but not in the sense that it’s of interest only to linguists. It’s of a more general interest.

Da: Oh, sure.

Q: And that’s what I had in mind with that point.

Dreben: Were you differing, Donald at all with what Van was saying?

Da: No, not at all. I was wondering whether the way I was putting it came to the same thing.

Dr: When one says to the student of yours, “you’re just using your words that way”, to call it analytic is adding nothing at that point.

Da: That’s right. Exactly, exactly my point.

Dr: Presumably what Carnap and many others had in mind was that this clear case that you give we understand. Then the idea is to try to say that “two plus two equals four” has its truth or is true because of something that is just like or close enough to the example. And that’s where it breaks down. So it’s is still best I think to ban the use of the term from any serious discussion of interesting questions. I think we’re all in agreement.

Da: I actually had exactly the same point in mind. It’s useful in philosophical discussion to point out that they’re not willing to accept anything as counterevidence, and those are the cases that people have called analytic. So it’s not as though they didn’t have anything in mind.

Dr: The problem is when they think it works in interesting areas.

Da: Well not only that it works in interesting areas but also that it has some other basis.

Dr: Exactly.

Da: I mean it’s as though it’s written in heaven somehow or other. The language is this entity rather than just how people use it.

Q: Right, yes. On a particular occasion. And in fact on the other side of that same coin, the negative side, as it happens over and over in any sort of discussion, someone says something that taking the words literally as we understand them is just absurd, and nobody could be so stupid. And so we decide, well this word in there that he’s learned differently from what we have, and so we center on that word either to find it or eliminate it by paraphrase. And that in fact does connect directly with what I have suggested as a behavioral criterion of analyticity, an adequate sense for ordinary purposes, namely, whether it’s something that you’ve learned in learning a language because we’ve decided in this case that this fellow hasn’t learned that word. He hasn’t learned it our way. And so there again it’s a matter of words and not a matter of things. And while we’re constantly doing all this constantly, this amateur psychology of trying to figure, well now, how did he get this idea, by thinking about nature or by learning his language? What’s the likeliest psychological hypothesis?

Da: Learning doesn’t have to be the point. The stubborn undergraduate that I’m thinking of didn’t learn it that way. He just finds himself defending a certain thesis. And without noticing it, so to speak, defends it simply by making something that nothing counts against.

Føllesdal: Emphasizing the learning would also show that there is no very philosophical interesting property of analyticity because you also pick up your theory of the world together with your learning the language. So there’s no way of separating them even if you could know how this particular statement was learned. You still couldn’t tell whether it was due to your picking up theory or your picking up language.

Q: Yes, no criterion for distinguishing between what everyone in the community agrees on, whether it’s factual or whether it’s the meaning of the words.

Da: Good, that’s certainly the view I’ve always taken. I mean, I’ve always thought factually that the second dogma was the whole point. And even if everybody learned to treat certain sentences as ones they are always going to stick to no matter what. Even if everybody did this so that we all agreed …

Dr: Like two plus two equals four.

Da: Yes. Still, the point of that would be the agreement and the way words were learned rather than something deep and metaphysical. So that indeterminacy isn’t essential. It’s how we arrive at the decision to interpret people in such a way as always to make these sentences true. Indeterminacy is not necessary to making the point about the analytic/synthetic distinction. That’s what I’m saying. You could have complete indeterminacy6 but it would be fixed by the empirical facts about usage rather than by some big metaphysical thing about meanings.

Q: Yes, good.

Da: I just want to separate the two issues because people often say “suppose that on an empirical basis we finally discovered that there’s only one translation manual that’s the right one. So after all some sentences are analytic”. The thing to say is, “OK but so what?” The way one’s arrived at that is purely through observation and empirical research.

Q: Oh, bringing in that point is good because I never thought about that. I don’t think I ever thought of indeterminacy as an argument against analyticity. It’s interesting to think whether it is, and I think you’re right that it isn’t. It’s independent.

Da: Oh, but surely it’s connected in some way.

Q: Well, I’m just wondering. It’d be curious not to connect them. And I’m trying to think whether I really ever did.

Da: Oh, in “Two Dogmas” …

Q: … indirectly yes because I equated at the sentence level, and then the indeterminacy was an attack on meaning. So in two steps it’s there.

Da: Yes, exactly.

Dr: And Donald, you’re taking it the other way, let’s assume that we have no fixed meanings whatsoever …

Da: Just assume nothing about them.

Dr: Assume nothing about meaning. Right, and we simply find out that in fact we’ve all learned our language in such a way that everybody who speaks English will always agree that two plus two equals four.

Da: Right.

Dr: … which in fact they do.

Da: More or less.

Dr: Then you’re saying, “So what?”

Da: Yes, exactly.

Dr: And that’s been my view for a very long time. So what.

Q: That was what I was getting at in the use of the word “obvious” in “Carnap and Logical Truth”. And Carnap wouldn’t have it. Well apparently I’m using “obvious” in some funny technical sense for which he uses “analyticity”.7

Dr: That’s one of the great exchanges in modern philosophy.

F: There’s one thing with analyticity that we would want to account for, that is the fact that people often agree on sentences like “No bachelor is married” being different from some other sentences because you tend to stick to it and you can’t really foresee how you would ever get evidence against it. This phenomenon we have to account for in some way. And there’s an early paper by Hilary Putnam where he discusses cluster concepts, and that seems to me to be a way of looking at some of this that actually fits in the with the view that you don’t even really need indeterminacy to get the view that analyticity is rather uninteresting philosophically.8 It just so happens that the word “bachelor” is not connected with any predicate in any lawlike manner except being unmarried.

Q: Yes.

F: And of course if you started to discover that the bachelors have other things in common, for example that they tend to use their towels well when they are drying themselves so they don’t have to wash them so often. And there might be other habits that they have in common. Then after a while you might have a person who has all those habits but is still married, and then you wonder is this an example of a married bachelor. So the extension of the word “bachelor” in this case tends to depend on lots of other factors as well, and then you are no longer so sure that it should be looked on as analytic or obvious or something like that. And again it has no epistemological significance. It just shows that there are some words that are involved in lots of general laws and others that aren’t.

Da: There is that distinction that Putnam makes between things that have multiple criteria and things that have just one, and the idea is that if they have just one it’s easier to think of them as analytic. But there are some where there doesn’t seem to be any obvious reason to think that there’s one criterion, and yet you get analyticity. Think of the transitivity of “longer than”. “Longer than” is not at all obviously one criterion for one thing to be longer than another. Yet we stick like mad to the transitivity in longer than. So I think those two things, contrary to what Putnam says, really can’t be separated.

F: Yes, so there might be more reasons why we look upon something as so-called analytic than just the fact that they are not cluster concepts.

Q: For instance, “longer than”, that’s ultimately the case of transitivity of “R-than”. It’s like a logical law in that in fact if it weren’t that we think of logic specifically or I of predicate calculus, it would be I suppose regarded as a logical law, namely here you’ve got this a person who classifies a logical particle “R-than” …

Da: Well, I think you have to be careful there, because “preferred to” isn’t “R-than”. It isn’t grammatically. But otherwise it is “thought better of than” or something like that, and that’s not transitive.

Q: Ah.

F: It ought to be transitive.

Q: Yes, it’s transitive among rational people.

Da: Yes, right. Well, even that’s not obvious. You see it’s like color discrimination and things like that. I mean “it looks brighter than” is eventually an “R-than” thing, but it’s not a failure of rationality that x looks brighter than y.

Q: Yes but that “looks” is already a good precaution that it’s not really brighter than, it just looks brighter than.

Da: Yes, but it seems to me just an accident that “looks brighter than” isn’t a single predicate. Put dashes in there because it’s not clear you can define that in terms of something else.

Q: True. Phenomenalists would say in fact the shoe’s on the other foot. Find the real thing in terms of that.

Da: Yes.

Dr: But could I go back because we all seem to agree, undoubtedly we knew we would ahead of time, that if we find ways, obviously there are various ways that one can find to use for analytic the significance that we have given them, then we all say that nothing follows philosophically from that, nothing interesting. At which point [?]9 has asked me “Well give me an example of something that is an interesting epistemological point. What is an interesting philosophic point?” If you grant that analytic could be given a use in just the way that Donald pointed out, Van too, we all did but then say that nothing follows from that, now here is the thing, I thought of this because of what you just said, Dagfinn, [?] there’s nothing epistemologically interesting. What is an example of something that is epistemologically interesting? What is an example of a philosophical point that is interesting?

Q: Carnap’s explanation of why mathematics makes sense, why mathematics isn’t meaningless like metaphysics.

Dr: But his purported explanation fails.

Q: Yes, but that’s the point. Here’s something philosophical that was supposed to hinge on analyticity. Now we show that it doesn’t that’s what we’re …

Dr: Yes, but that failed. I want an example of an epistemological point of something that shows something interesting that at least some of us think succeeds. As Donald said we’re worried about … This is what got me going. The very thing you said is what I’ve often use to get-go to get people interested before you pull it away. We have some metaphysical background for meaning. There’s something metaphysical. I think you even said it was in heaven somewhere, in Plato’s heaven. I added Plato, but that’s what you meant. And then so indeterminacy moves against that. Or as Van said we wanted to have a general criterion for sense versus nonsense and a subcase of that is a general criterion for what is mathematically true independently of experience that doesn’t throw it into the wrong kind of theology or the wrong kind of metaphysics which is what Carnap’s problem [was]. Now we all agree that such things presumably cannot be given in a way that we find acceptable. Fine. And then we find ways of reconstructing some of the things that Carnap presumed we’d tried to do but then we say when we reconstruct it it has no philosophical or epistemological interest. Now I’m asking what positive results do we find that have epistemological interest.

Da: It’s an answer or an approach to an answer to the old philosophical question “What is meaning?” We see that its positive basis is how people actually speak under certain circumstances, and we trace how that’s the case. That was the source of the negative argument that we just went through, but it’s also the basis of a positive answer to the underlying problems about meaning and so forth. It seems to me we’re involved in the same enterprise and have the makings of a positive answer.

Q: That’s where indeterminacy of translation does come in.

Da: Oh, well sure, all kinds of things do. But the negative argument rested upon principles which have a positive use. They suggest an alternative to just hypostasized meanings and so on.

Q: Is that what you were looking for, that kind of thing?

Dr: Yes, well, I was looking for … it could be said and Carnap would have been the first … let me play devil’s advocate here because we’re on to something that might be fruitful to finish something. Carnap would have denied as you know very well Van, he did it again and again and straight to your face, he would have denied that he believed in meanings anywhere in Plato’s heaven.

Da: He would?

Dr: Sure. In Plato’s heaven.

Q: Well because he didn’t recognize the advantages of variables as the standard of ontology.10

Dr: Well even when he agreed that he did, he still said he made this distinction which he first put into the preface of Logical Syntax, language, and then [?]11 but of course to say that he’s a Platonist in any way meant that he had to show that there was some causal relation between the Platonic entities and the physical world.12 He accepted the criterion, not then but later on, of “to be is to be the value of a variable” and still he denied he was a Platonist in any way. Now is that just verbal or …

Da: Does that get to Meaning and Necessity, was he still …13

Dr: Yes, yes he’s talking about all those things modalities and so forth.

Q: But I think it is verbal. I would certainly be content to be utterly Platonistic about meanings and reify meanings simply as the class of all the synonyms. And Russell suggested this, Freddie Ayer suggested it one after another. Of course I’ve done it many times.14 And the whole question is making sense of synonymy. And of course I’ve been misinterpreted over and over in the literature as objecting to meanings because they’re abstract entities.

Dr: And that’s not been your objection.

Q: No.

Da: Oh, of course.

F: That is partly due to that first sentence of a paper you wrote with Goodman.15 And there are encyclopedias which start out describing your work by saying that you are a prominent nominalist.

Dr: Van has had to say for the last twenty years, “I am not a nominalist.”16

Da: I go through the same thing.

Q: Yes, well that was a nominalistic paper, one of two also quite partial to Goodman.17 I thought it was trying to get a nominalistic basis. I still would say it’d be great to get it. In that paper in the Proceedings of [the] National Academy on the theory of types … anyway it was an unsuccessful paper.18 But this thing is independent of nominalism. Of course if I were a nominalist then I couldn’t explain meanings as the class of all the synonyms even if I recognized synonymy. But in no case would nominalism be the motive.

Dr: But the problem with synonymy. Let’s assume for a moment you are a Platonist in this sense, now what’s wrong with synonymy for a Platonist?

Q: Oh, the lack of any behavioral criterion.

Dr: Why does a Platonist need behavioral criterion?

Q: Because language is completely learned and transmitted from generation to generation on behavioral criteria. You have to argue as a behaviorist in linguistics. And meaning is strictly a matter of language.

Da: But now suppose that the perfectly good empirical criteria was not in, then would there be any objection to meanings?19

Q: No, indeed.

Da: Good, that’s what I wanted to hear.

Dr: But you see, if one is a Platonist given the connotation of what it means to be a Platonist, but presumably you have meanings and you quantify over meanings and so that they are going to exist in the Quinean sense in exactly the same way anything else exists. One would usually say that then it doesn’t matter if you cannot get behavioral or empirical criteria for some properties of these things you run into.

Q: I think you need another step, you need the sort of step that Raphael Demos20 was always so eager to make, namely, that there’s a nonsensory apprehension somehow insight into these things …

Dr: Yes, Carnap thought you had to do that if you were a Platonist as well.21

Q: Well then there’s no problem because according to that theory which is false, language is not learned solely through behavioral criteria, but in fact it is. It is a social thing that people get onto simply by contact with their parents.

Dr: OK, so the most basic, real argument against meanings having any fruitful use in explaining or giving an account of language or anything connected with language follows from the way you construe what language is. But if you were prepared to construe language differently, then one could have many other things. The real argument from Carnap then is this: that Carnap or people like Carnap, all the positivists, presumably accepted if they thought about it or would accept your view of what language is. And so the real incoherence that you’re getting Carnap on is that he would have seen to introduce notions to account for these some aspects namely mathematical truths, logical truths.

Q: Good, that’s it. Yes, that’s exactly it.

Dr: Which doesn’t fit, which is not coherent with what presumably he accepts language to be. And that’s why you can bring to bear behavioral demands of clarity against Carnap which you couldn’t bring to bear say against Raphael Demos. What I’ve really been pressing is that your real arguments against Carnap, and of course against anyone like Carnap, is that they are incoherent in their attempts to account for the [nature]22 of language and language use. It’s incoherent granted they accept your characterization of what the real problem is.

Q: Yes, and I see that it could be put that way, in terms of incoherence. I think of it more directly as an empirical, a matter of science, namely the scientific hypothesis, fallible like all of them, that there is no telepathy.

Dr: For telepathy has to do with apprehension, extra …

Q: Communication between people by other channels than having learned words through external criteria.

Da: Yes, I think that’s good because then nominalism is simply irrelevant. And let me give what seems to me to be an example. If you want to give a theory of radical translation it’s almost impossible, maybe it is impossible to do it without quantifying over sentences.

Dr: Because that’s your subject matter isn’t it, or close to it?

Q: Close to it I’d say, not quite.

Da: It’s close to it, it’s not your subject matter, your subject matter is utterances.

Dr: OK good, so you still need to quantify over utterances.

Da: But you need to classify the utterances of the same sentence in order to have a theory.

Q: Well, I wouldn’t quite agree with that. I’d push the thing a little farther back than sentences. I’ve argued that sentences, like verbs, like prepositions, are segmentations made by the linguists in systematizing. But what the linguist is out to do, say the grammarian, not the semanticist now, what he’s out to do is characterize in formal terms. By formal I mean sequences of phonemes rather than meanings. He wants to characterize in formal terms of what it is to be [a] string of phonemes of that language. Sure, and the string of phonemes could be like the example I gave which began in the middle of a sentence ended up in the last two words of the sentence, period, space, capital, first half of the next sentence. There’s a string of phonemes and the utterer belonging to the sentence. The question we pushed back as you did pushed that back another step that’s really the utterance of it, the event.

Da: Of course. But we need to classify those utterances. And we can start with utterances of the same phoneme if you want to.

Q: That’s right, and in classifying them systematically then, systematically, we get into these parts of speech, one of which is sentence, but no more fundamental in that respect than prepositions.

Da: I didn’t say it was fundamental, all I said is it is very hard to state the theory, let’s say just to state just what some given translation manual is.

Q: Well, that’s what I’m wondering about because to put it into terms of Philosophy of Logic I don’t see a sentence as a transcendent term, I see it as immanent.23 And so we wouldn’t want to describe the business of it.

Da: I’m not talking about the source of it. I’m asking whether you can state of a given translation manual without quantifying. I don’t care whether you take sentences or phonemes and then get sentences out of that. But at least it’s not clear to me how you … Or think of a theory of truth for some speaker. Now the theory is just a theory about his utterances and his potential utterances, right? Any time he utters this “what?”, it’s an utterance of this sentence then that’s true if and only if so and so or it can be translated as so and so I don’t care which way you put it. It’s very hard … Granted that the test of a theory and all of the evidence for it is utterances. OK, still to state the theory in a general way has to cover this potential infinity of cases and these are the conditions under which an utterance of this would be true if he were to utter it. Now if you know some way to state without quantifying over sentences … It seems to me perfectly respectable …

Q: This is an argument that you’re going to have to quantify over things that can be true or false.

Da: Yes.

Q: That’s a certain kind of sentence or certain string of sentences. But of course they’ll be declarative.

Da: We have a law about utterances and it says “any utterance of such and such a sentence is true under such and such circumstances”. The trouble is try to say that without …

Dr: … quantifying over sentences.

Da: Right, exactly. I meant just to give an illustration where you can Platonize perfectly respectably. And it’s very hard to see why not.

Q: And all through parts of science too.

Da: Yes, of course.

Dr: Yes, as we just said, this is an example that we’re not going to have a theory of any interest unless we quantify over abstract entities. And so that’s never been the objection. The objection has been what are the predicates you want to put on those abstract entities. And the particular problem about meaning, to knock a dead horse, is that you had to put some predicates on it, in every serious case at least something like synonymy, which was supposed to be an account of data where you could not flesh out that predicate in such a way that it was coherent or consonant with what you wanted to do with it. That’s been the problem.

Da: Exactly.

Dr: Whereas in mathematics, as Van points out all the time, that was the argument between classes and properties. You need classes, you need sets if we’re going to have mathematics at all. It means that we’re going to have physics, right, and at least some of math. But the properties we put on it were such that we’re clearing up to fit with what we wanted to do. So it’s really an attack on the theory of meaning that what you’ve been doing. It’s not meaning, but an attack on the theory of meaning in the areas where it’s presumably been coming into play.

Q: I think we can see what put people on the wrong track down the years: synonymy, that [?] not sufficient criterion. There’s not an adequate explanation of what’s meant by “synonymy”. “Well, sure there is. It just means sameness of meaning. And your trouble is you don’t recognize meanings because you’re a nominalist”.

Dr: And that there’s false. You can’t do anything with meaning. Quine wants meanings, but they’re useless.

Da: I was trying to give a respectable example versus these cases. And in fact I think the case with meanings is worse than anything we’ve said so far.

Dr: Oh, good, go on.

Da: Oh, no this is just an argument from Quine. And it simply has to do with the possibility of changing the reference of all the singular terms and all the predicates in some systematic way.

Dr: Oh, you mean the proxy function.

Da: So, if meaning’s got anything to do with reference, we can say, “OK, which meaning does this have?” Since we don’t have any idea what the reference of a given term is, surely we have no idea what the meaning is. So to speak of the meaning, there is nothing even remotely respectable about an entity that you could pick out. I mean you can see that there is just no answering the question “Which entity is involved? Which meaning?” No answer, no possibility of an answer. So with synonymy we see the possibility of an answer under certain circumstances but not meanings, no chance, as far as I’m concerned.

Q: Yes, good. Oh, connected with what Dagfinn was saying a while back about bachelor again, I like the way that case links up with this empirical notion of analyticity this time in terms of avoiding a word that seems to be the source of failure of communication. The nice thing about bachelor is that from a pragmatic point of view, the term “bachelor” can be paraphrased without loss. And I think this is a notion of paraphrase that doesn’t depend on a vicious notion of synonymy, namely pragmatic. For any serious unphilosophical purposes we could perfectly well say “unmarried man”, I would also say excepting poetic or literary purposes in a certain sense, we could always say “unmarried man”. And in the case of the cluster concepts that’s not going to work.

Da: Yes, ah, ah, ah, “longer than”. The criterion for this kind of analyticity …

Q: Oh, yes, I’m not saying this is a sufficient theory …

Da: Oh, I see.

Q: Just rather in this particular case of cluster matches non-cluster.

Da: Right, but even from the cluster term we can get cases of this kind of analyticity.

Q: That is of adequate paraphrase.

Da: No, no it isn’t. That’s the point. There is no adequate paraphrase for “longer than”.

Q: No.

Dr: I think here we have an example of non-communication.

Da: All I meant is the underlying criterion isn’t the possibility of paraphrase under the circumstances.

Q: Underlying criterion of what?

Da: For a respectable notion of synonymy.

Q: No, certainly not. It’s not broad enough, it doesn’t cover enough bases. But it fits this class of cases like “bachelor”, unlike the cluster concepts.

Da: I see. It’s sufficient. It just isn’t necessary.

F: You know the “bachelor” also has a bearing on the point you made about what was epistemologically interesting and what is not. You can see that it is epistemologically interesting to observe that some words occur in lots of lawlike statements and others in fewer. If they occur in lots of them then you have to strike a balance between them whenever you perform changes in your theory. And it would be counterproductive to insist that I want to preserve that word, that particular kind of definition, regardless of how I want to change my theory. So, to stick to a definition would be counterproductive, and that seems to be epistemologically significant. But when you say, “no bachelor is married” and you say that is not only true but it is analytic, that doesn’t seem to add anything epistemologically significant to it. So you have some point that is epistemologically significant that has to do with how we modify our theories in order to make them simpler and so on. That I think is an insight in epistemology that we do that, and it might be interesting to see how we do it in different cases.

Q: Well I think about that example of “momentum”. “Momentum” is just as readily paraphraseable as “bachelor” in this way. Momentum is originally introduced as mass times velocity. And then we get the relativistic case where it isn’t quite proportional to mass. And so, we say it isn’t, and therefore we part from that definition. In those cases if we put aside just the matter of convenience and brevity of the formulations that could describe momentum and said the modified theory would no longer be “mass times velocity does such and such” but rather “mass times velocity over the square of the speed of light or something that does such and such”. So in general it would seem cases like “bachelor”, or for that matter, “momentum”, are words that wouldn’t occur in an ideal Basic English of the I. A. Richards spirit because they could all just be paraphrased out.24 And on the other hand, other examples that have tangled with analyticity such as “longer than” would still be in Basic English.

Da: Maybe “longer than” has been [?], actually if one starts thinking about it.

Dr: I’m a little lost up to this point I followed. What are we doing … by Basic English, Van, you mean words that are used in such diverse ways or put together in so many different contexts that you couldn’t paraphrase them out according to your rough and ready pragmatic …

Q: Yes, this is no determinative criterion.

Dr: So, what you’re saying Van, is that again we’re not worrying about some general philosophically interesting criterion. But there are words that are used, I’m going to say, in so many different contexts, so many different clusters that they can’t be paraphrased in any straight-forward way, and there are words that can be. The words that can be very often will be the words that come to mind first when you’re trying to give an example of analyticity in ordinary English and why one feels the force of calling them analytic. Whereas the moment you think of [?] a bachelor and unmarried man. And now are we saying that the other kinds of words which would be the words in the ideal Basic English are words that we can’t paraphrase out easily, and hence analyticity does. That’s where I got lost.

Q: I don’t think that would be a necessary condition because in any event there has to be a residue. Otherwise you go round and round. And I can imagine the case where a language is such that every term in it could be paraphrased into other terms completely satisfactorily. You could go this way, you could go that way, but you have to go one way or the other. So there would still be a rock bottom, and so there might be several ideal Basic English schemes that were good.

Dr: OK, but where I’m still lost is what does this tell us about analyticity.

F: I think that this idea of Basic English doesn’t really … That was more an association you got when we talked about words like “bachelor” that could be eliminated very easily because Richards’ idea was that Basic English would be as meager as possible, and we really don’t need those words. But this thing about Richards doesn’t really throw any light on analyticity.

Q: It shows that these easy cases of analyticity are the uninteresting ones because philosophically our language could do everything it’s doing now and they not be there.

Da: Dagfinn was making a real point which was, take a cluster term, like “simultaneous” and it may turn out with the advance of science that the cluster breaks up. It can’t keep all the parts of it. And in that case with the advance of science you drop the cluster term in favor of something that you cannot redefine out perhaps. That was your example. And I guess “simultaneous” is another example. I wonder whether in a gratuity period “longer than” isn’t going to turn out the same way.

Q: That’s right.

Da: This is what I’ve been reflecting on.

Dr: That’s what you had in mind, of course. That’s exactly right, the notion of length, or any such notion doesn’t hold up.

Da: Exactly.

F: And this has a bearing on the thing you brought up about what would be epistemologically interesting observations. I think it is epistemologically interesting to note that when we go through changes of theory it is rational and productive to stick to certain laws because they are called definitive or analytic. Actually we’d be much better off if we would throw away that label because that label is likely to hamper the progress of science. And instead we will say that we now see that we cannot keep that classification if we want it.

Dr: We cannot keep it. OK, so this is really a nice circle because this comes back to the original “Two Dogmas” paper in many ways where Van was pointing out that if you have the idea that analytic was to catch something that was to hold no matter what, the real progress of science shows that all the basic laws of science will constantly get revised. So it’s exactly the same basic point. Remember that was part of your whole thrust, that there’s an unreal aspect about introducing analytic to start because given the holism and given the active progress of science, everything is up for grabs, which is the point about “longer than”. And that was epistemological.

Da: And actually this is the point which was the main point of Hilary’s early thing.

F: There was one little flaw in that early paper by Hilary. He saw that you could take different kinds of behavior, which I thought was a good observation, but then he said that now he sees why we can keep on applying the label “analytic”.

Dr: Well, we can.

Da: Yes, we can, as long as we understand what we’re doing.

F: But he didn’t notice that it was really pretty vacuous and it would be counterproductive whenever the situation comes when you can use it.

Dr: The point being, as Donald just said, if we really know what we’re doing we keep using it. But we keep forgetting that because there’s something about the history of the term (it wasn’t taken accidentally by you when it was revived) which is supposed to make you forget that you can give it up.

Da: OK, analytic is a cluster term at best.

Dr: That’s the point, and that’s part of the problem.

Q: Yes, and in fact, the cases where Hilary says “analytic” does have its application not [?], but in these other cases like “no bachelor is married”, yes and those are exactly the cases where you don’t need it.

Da: And, anyway, that’s right, we’re not using the old idea of analytic. We’re using a cleaned up notion that people are bound to misunderstand.

Q: Cleaned up and trivialized. In fact here’s a case that [is] a good illustration of what Don was talking about earlier, the student who makes his claim analytic just by refusing to submit to any counterinstance. Carnap himself agrees that sometimes we do change even these analytic statements, but when we do that we are changing the meanings of our words.

Dr: We’re changing our language. Even in [Logical Syntax of Language]25 you can pick any language you want, but in any language you’ve got to have the distinction between the “P” and the “L”.26

Q: Yes, so these analytic sentences are corrigible, I’d say in the same way that the so-called synthetic ones are, and he makes the distinction by saying “oh yes but corrigible in another sense”.27 So he’s just begging the question.

Dr: That’s right. But there’s a whole point about the “obvious”. Wouldn’t that take “obvious” to mean obvious?28

Q: Yes, yes it’s the same thing.

F: I think that in fact that the use of the word “analytic” gives a kind of idea that there is something important behind it. This might also explain very easily why people introduced that whole idea of propositions because there would at least be something then that they were right about all the time and that the sentence now has changed its truth value, but of course the old proposition is still around too. It’s the same point really with propositions as meaning. I haven’t really felt that the problems of analyticity are troublesome. It seems to me that what you write on that is pretty clear and straightforward. These problems with nominalism and so on won’t really bother anybody who cares really to read some of your work. In fact I think there are several places where you say very clearly that it’s not a problem of nominalism.

Dr: Yes, but Dagfinn, it’s true almost everybody today will say “Yes the notion of analytic as used by the positivists and for their reasons, goes by the board”. And they [concur]29 and put it to Van’s papers. But what seems to me has not been grasped, it wasn’t just the notion of analytic being a grievance, but it was an attempt to give an account of, that is, on Carnap and the positivists’ point to give an account of the whole notion of a priori and the notion of necessity and the distinction between at least two kinds of necessity, physical, causal necessity and logical necessity. And many of the people who say “yes analyticity can’t be made sense of and that whole attempt failed” in no way give up the notion of necessity and of the two kinds of necessity.

Q: Yes, Hilary …

Dr: Not only Hilary, but the whole movement from Kripke onward and the whole business.30 And therefore, Van has won a tremendous Pyrrhic victory, that is if you have to give up analytic in the sense of Carnap. Carnap after all and people like Carnap were trying to deflate tremendously the traditional notion of necessity, the traditional notion of a priori. There was an advance. Van smashes it down, and then the ground is cleared for the thick traditional notions to come back again. So that I think if we’re to do something really fruitful, it’s to see how unclear and philosophically benighting it is to go back to notions of “necessity”. And it’s there that Van has much to say too. So, sticking just to “analytic” I have found counterproductive now because everyone will agree and then do much worse than even Carnap ever dreamt of doing.

Q: As you know, I see the notion of necessity making its main sense at the level of indicator words that are relative to the context purposes of a particular exposition or argument.31 So there’s no place for it in metaphysics, no place for metaphysical necessity, no place for it in the formulations of scientific theory. What more is there? What further ideas are there on necessity?

Da: Well there is the problem of explaining, giving a semantics for ordinary sentences with the word “necessarily” in them. It seems to me that it may not be any different than belief sentences and so forth so far as the basic semantics go.

Q: This reminds me of that bit in Carnap about entomology. I wrote Carnap, upbraiding him when our correspondence was going on such a large scale for modal logic. I had so much preferred his earlier attitude where he was so [adamant]32 against it in Logical Syntax. Well, he said, yes, he didn’t like modalities but he’s got this principle of tolerance, and he wants to be able to describe these various languages. And he’s persuaded himself, I think quite rightly, that you can’t have an adequate syntax of modal language without using a modal metalanguage. So he was reluctantly pursuing this modal middle language for that purpose. He said, “what would you think of an entomologist who didn’t study fleas and lice because he didn’t like fleas and lice”.33

Dr: Your answer has to be that you don’t have to have fleas and lice on you to study them. But if in your metalanguage you have to have necessity then …

Q: Oh, yes, I didn’t think of that.

F: It’s not that you don’t like these notions the way you don’t like fleas and lice, but you have more the attitude that you would have to zoologists very interested in studying centaurs and unicorns and things like that isn’t it?

Dr: Well, no because you see, as Donald is saying, and this was Carnap’s view too, we do use the word “necessary”, and that’s not the same. You can use the word “centaur” but the problem about “centaur” is that it purports to say there’s some physical beast.

F: There is actually a subject matter …

Dr: That’s what has been suggested.

Da: Well, Van asked “what more is there to say about it?” I would say well here’s something more, we would like to be satisfied that we understand what people are up to when they …

Dr: … use the word.

Q: And in our metalanguage, our semantics of ordinary usage, some of it would be accommodated by describing this situation. I think it could all be described fairly fully about the relative use of “necessary” or even of “essence”, “essential”, relative to the context. And then there’s the question, “how much does that leave out that we’re not accommodating in our description of ordinary usage?” And I’m wondering whether we’ll find that the only thing we’re leaving out is the sort of philosophical discourse that doesn’t make sense anyway.

Dr: Donald, I want to press you because you’re opening up what I think is where things have shifted. I don’t mean this discussion but really in the subject. And Van’s answer now is very relevant. People do use the word “necessary”; only philosophers use the word “analytic”. So that’s really what was behind people’s view who accept Van. But now we have “necessary” and that’s what I was trying to get at. You put it better than I did. Now everyone has used “necessary”. And I will say “necessarily da da da da da”. You can either say you’re saying something to the person which is very unclear, and we cannot give any coherent account of what you’re saying, any coherent paraphrase, or you can say you’ve set a task for us, which I took at your suggestion, Donald. There are usages well entrenched that presumably if you’re supposed to give a semantics for, whatever that means, let’s say an account, an understanding of English you can’t ignore. The adverb “necessary” is such a case. But, the question comes, “how much do you have to do with it?” Van gave a suggestion, you can say something about it primarily with indicator words, but now where do you go from there? And you answered well you thought you had to do more.

Da: Maybe not more.

Dr: And at this point everything opens up, that is, if you explain it in terms of possible worlds, if you’re going to give a general account of the use of “necessary” à la Kripke. Is that good or bad?

Da: That’s not my idea.

Dr: Right, but that could be, it’s said, all that’s going on there. And what other criteria do we use for saying it’s not true?

Da: I’m not saying anything about good or bad. All those ideas seem to me more or less irrelevant to what I’m asking which is just for an account of what it is that we understand. We often understand people perfectly well when they use the word “necessarily” or “necessary”; we see what they’re getting at. So the sentences that have this word in them don’t seem to be unintelligible, that is, utterances that contain this word are intelligible. So, it’s like belief sentences. In fact I think, myself, that probably the same analysis is the right kind of analysis in both cases. No, when I think of the semantics, I don’t think of looking behind the word “necessarily”. I think of looking behind the semantics of sentences that contain the word. And I have no truck at all with possible worlds.

Dr: That I know.

Da: But I’d just like to see how to fit these sentences into a systematic theory about what … I think actually of the sentential operator as an utterance operator, that is, if somebody says “necessarily”, he’s introducing something he’s about to say and referring to that next remark and making a certain kind of comment on it.

Dr: Something like your saying “that”.34

Da: Yes, exactly. Yes, I mean that’s the way I would try to go …

Dr: OK now this is supposed to give us what? You used the word “theory”. It’s supposed to give us a general account of how people are using utterances of a certain kind?

Da: Well, it trivializes …

Q: So far, it’s just giving us the status, somehow as if the grammatical status …

Da: That’s right.

Q: … and then you go on to try to get the semantics of it, and that’s where my suggestion, as far as it goes, is meant to apply.

Da: This works in your suggestion automatically, so to speak, by making “necessarily” govern utterances. And they’re tied down to situations.

Q: Yes, this will be applied to an utterance. If the speaker feels prepared to deduce this utterance from something that his interlocutor has already said or presumably agrees with.

Da: Yes, I think something like that is fine. Those additional remarks just show why this is a reasonable logical form to give such sentences. I don’t think you should feel absolutely bound to explain exactly what somebody has in mind when he uses that word since I think basic words don’t have to be paraphrased in terms of something else. I think it’s good enough to give a hint. The notion of belief I don’t think can be reduced completely to something else. So in giving the logical form of belief sentences we can just let the word “belief” …

Q: In giving the logical form, yes, in both cases.

Da: That’s all I’m asking for because lots of people think you’ve got to bring in all this stuff about possible worlds just to give the logical form of sentences that have the word “necessarily” in them, as Carnap did.

Q: Yes, well I was taking these people as thinking they had to bring in all that in order to get the semantics.

Da: Well, a lot depends on what you mean by semantics. I’ve got this very simple-minded idea about semantics …

Q: So have I, namely this sense, that in order to describe in a general way the circumstances under which people would be inclined or should be inclined to utter such sentences. We describe the circumstances the way you do for indicator words. It’s true to say “I am so and so” if at the time that the speaker utters this, the speaker is so and so.

Da: Yes, that goes beyond what I demand of a basic theory.

Q: Yes, it goes beyond giving the logical form. And that does constitute giving what I’m thinking of as the semantics.

Dr: Let’s stick to this; I want to understand this. First we would have giving the logical form of a class of utterances. Give me a case of giving a logical form of something that’s clean, that we don’t have any doubts about.

Da: Oh, whales [are]35 mammals. Logical form is a universal quantification.

Dr: For all x, if x is a whale, then x is a mammal.

Da: Well, we don’t even have to give it any particular symbolism. We just say it’s a universal quantification of two general predicates.

Dr: OK, so that’s what you mean by logical form, fine.

Q: So in the case of necessity, it’s the sentence operator followed by the sentence.

Da: Or, followed, for me, by a reference to an utterance. No, it’s followed by an utterance actually. It refers to an utterance. “This is necessary”. That’s the logical form.

Dr: Now, the next step would be to tell me the circumstances under which it was true or false to say that. Is that what you mean by semantics?

Da: Well, what Quine is asking for, and it seems to me reasonable, is that if you’re going to talk anybody into accepting that logical form, you’ve got to hint at what the word “necessary” there means. There I think you must be to some extent informal.

Q: Well, yes, informal, but describing the circumstances.

Da: Describe them, but not necessarily to try to give [a] definition on the basis of if you could eliminate the word.

Dr: Now the reason why you both seem to be in agreement that you don’t want too much with this is because to quote Quine, in the austere language of serious science the word will never occur. So you really don’t care about giving a real paraphrase for it. Or you don’t care about giving a totally worked out semantics for it.

Da: Here, I think Van and I might disagree. I do agree that it’s not going to turn up in serious science. That’s right. But it seems to me it’s not surprising if a very large number of words can’t be eliminated in favor of other words that we’ve got to.

Dr: No, that’s all right. But you said that once you give us the logical form of let’s say “necessarily” or “necessary”, there’s an operator on utterances.

Da: Actually, strictly, that’s not quite what I said. You really should think of it as two sentences.

Dr: “This is necessary;”, colon …

Da: No, period.

Dr: OK, “This is necessary.” and then what it is.

Da: Yes.

Dr: OK, and then the next step would be a Quinean semantics saying the conditions under which you would say this is true and the conditions when you would say it is false. And you said that you could only hint at that.

Da: No, go as far as you can, as well as you can.

Dr: Give me an example of this. “Necessarily two plus two equals four”, and you would say, “This is necessary.” and then the utterance about two plus two equals four. Now what happens about applying truth theory? Or don’t they go that far?

Da: No, but Quine’s answer seems to me fine as far as I can tell.

Dr: Namely?

Da: Well, he describes what you’re saying when you say that about your utterance, you’re saying, given what we agree on, this [?] and that seems to me …

Dr: And that’s it?

Da: No, you can say more if there’s more to say.

Dr: Yes, but what I’m trying to get, is there more to say that we will find understandable?

Da: That I don’t know.

Q: Well, there are other circumstances where it’s similar.

Da: I just don’t know that this is going to fit everything.

Q: No, it won’t. I think it would have to be a numeration, typically a dictionary, or various uses, various situations. But the ones I think of making sense are all a close knit family. Another one is, “necessarily this” now on a page of exposition in some science book. “Necessarily … then so and so”, because it follows from something farther up the page. In this case it’s not something the other person [is] agreeing on, something farther up the page. And I think that by observing usage, we should get further cases that we feel make perfectly satisfactory sense. And all of them, I would expect would be in the same way at the level of indicator words, that is context sensitive, situation sensitive.

Da: Of course if you have this reference to an utterance the context is built in. Of course there is an indicator word, namely, “this”.

Dr: Yes, that’s a way of going at it. Well this is very interesting. Each of you is very close to connecting with each other. So what one is doing here is that one is not saying, this is Donald’s point of course, that the English word “necessary” is not ipso facto nonsense. The great mistake has been to think that you could go to work on it, in exactly the same way you went to work on the particle “if, then” or the English particle “all”, and give a perfectly clean, logical structure to it, and then build interesting laws about it. That’s what led to various possible world semantics. But what one is really saying, if these are particles which are very context sensitive, and you can spell it out, you exploit the fact that it’s context sensitive in your account of it. And hence it tends to shift its meaning. No, that’s unclear. But it’s literally like trying to get clear about “I”. And that’s why you used the word “hint”, and it’s a little misleading. What you’re saying is, you’re giving a sort of a schema to tell us that you look where it’s going to be used with regard to what utterance. And then we will say, “yes, used here it’s because it followed from the top of this page, used here because it follows from something four pages behind.” And all we’re telling you is to recognize “this is necessary”, say it, and if this is justified it’s because you can peg it onto something you’ve said before. And you’re pointing out that there’s a brute thing it follows from or is grounded on or it is connected with in a way that we find interesting. Right?

Da: Well, I agree with everything that you’ve said. I just will emphasize though, that the problem of doing the logical form is not unconnected with all the inventions that people have gone through. Once they’ve thought of these sentences as being single sentences. Just start with Frege. He thought, my god, you’ve got to invent sentences and propositions and all sorts of stuff like that in order to say what this word is operating. If they’re really being treated as a sentential operator, something you put onto the front of a sentence and the result is a sentence, now once you start that [?],36 you’re apt to get into a lot of things that people get into just trying to get the logical form.37

Dr: OK, so what you’re doing by your way of giving the logical form is to undercut the need that would seem to lead to this very complex metaphysical machinery. Historically Frege gets a bum rap on this, but forget that. Frege did something, but he didn’t introduce propositions. He couldn’t help but work with the notion of proposition given his historic context. That’s been around for a very long time. OK, that’s why you [?] and that’s very good.

Q: Well I’m not convinced that … The way I would have gone at it, naturally, and it would come to the same thing I think, would be to think of these as operative sentences, yes. And then, the focusing on a particular utterance of a sentence would come at the semantic case. What are the semantics, that is to say, what are the circumstances in which this sentence is uttered? I would do the same thing with indicator words, personal pronouns. Sure, they’re sentences. But the circumstances, the truth conditions are going to have to be described in terms of the occasion of utterances of the sentence, where the person is, who’s talking, and so on, and similarly in the case of necessary.

Da: My trouble with that, and maybe this is just a matter of how we’re talking about it, is this notion of an operator. I think it called for an operator, and that’s part of your basic theory of logical form. Then you’ve got to give a semantic account of what’s operating on what to yield what.

Q: Oh yes, good, in fact I think it’s essential to appreciate that you’re thinking in terms here again of Tarski’s theory of truth.38

Da: I am indeed. Or any other good theory.

Dr: Speaking in terms of theory.

Da: Right, exactly. Yes, an intelligible theory.

Dr: Using the notion of operator as a primitive notion in any theory, and if you’ve got operators up front, you’ve got to [talk about]39 what it takes as an argument and what it’s output. And you’re trying to avoid that by …

Da: That’s why I brought Frege in. Maybe it’s not Frege, but what I think of as Frege.

Q: What’s happening in my case, where I still also would agree on zeroing in finally on this truth-theoretic approach, is that I would use the term “operator” in the more inclusive sense. Some of the sentences resulting from the operator would be sentences that you could then go on and unwind in the truth theory, others where you would have to paraphrase the whole thing, operator and all into something where at least you’d be describing the conditions of utterance in terms of, as the case of indicator words, where and when and who.

Da: Yes, but then you need an explicit view about where the indicator is, what it indicates, how that fits semantically into the truth conditions of the sentence and so forth. That’s what my suggestion comes to. Where is the indicator word, what does it refer to?

Q: Yes, in this more austere use of the word “operator” what would remain as operators in your analysis of our language, say of the quantifiers? Operators, now sentence operators.

Da: Oh, it’s not the case that I take to be a sentential operator.

Dr: All the truth functions.

Da: Of course, they’re functions. You see but I don’t think we’ve got any good semantics for any other … well we have straightforward functional [expressions]40 like “the brother of”.

Q: Oh, and Geach’s theory of the operator “most” or ” more”, these are the operators.41

F: Yes, you have these generalised quantifiers. I think they would come to qualify as operators.

Dr: I don’t really see a difference between Van and Don. I think one can move from one to the other.

Q: Yes, it’s become terminological.

Dr: It’s what you’re calling in your meta-language, and your [meta-theories].42

Da: I’m asking for something more than Van did. And it seems to me, maybe something I can see how to fit into a real theory that fits the truth conditions of all the sentences on the basis of the semantic properties of the parts.

Dr: You want to find a way to look at “necessary” the way we can look at the universal quantifier. I mean that’s really what’s pushing, and that’s what you’re doing with your adverb theory. You’re the true heir of Frege and Russell in this sense. You want to run the logical form, and then you want to find the truth conditions under which, once you have the logical form, one can appropriately use …

Q: And furthermore, we want the logic to be a predicate calculus.

Da: Or any other that we understand equally well.

Dr: Now, Van you have no objection to such an enterprise. You were just putting it in a way that didn’t spell that out, but I don’t see any conflict.

Q: Course, we’re using a broader and narrower use of the word “operator”.

Da: Yes, your use is what I would say is syntactical.

Q: Well, yes, and sort of pre-analytic rather than post-analytic.

Dr: And just to repeat why you shook your head a few times at what I was saying is because you got to your view as a way of undercutting the need for so much that has gone on from let’s say the way people take Frege at present just to get logical form and to get the truth conditions.

Da: My motive was to understand what was going on.

Dr: But this indeed is the connection.

F: This is really the general program to get everything adapted to first-order predicate calculus in some way. But you would probably distinguish branching quantifiers and so on. I guess you would be willing to have a slightly more complicated theory as long as you understand it.

Da: Well actually, first-order isn’t … You can do a Tarski-type truth definition that isn’t first-order.

Dr: Oh, sure, Tarski did.43

Da: Of course, so that isn’t actually essential though that’s certainly my preference for other reasons. Branching quantifiers, I have never been completely convinced that there are any cases.44 Superficially I see that there are, but I’m not convinced that you can’t explain every one of those cases away by looking at the details of the predicates that are involved.

Dr: You’re talking about branching quantifiers analyzing discourse, analyzing natural language. Naturally you’re not talking about technical logic.

Da: That’s right.

Q: We know that the effect of branching quantifiers if one wants to get it can be got by still first-order logic but quantifying over functions among other things. And then those results of Henkin and Craig seem to me make it so persuasive that that’s the way they should be looked at rather than thinking that logic proper, basic logic, first-order logic should be extended with branching quantifiers because as soon as they come in he shows that you can’t any longer have even a complete …45

Dr: Oh sure, but now let me ask this since I can finally ask the two of you together. We could do exactly the same thing you’re suggesting Donald, and you too Van for “analytic” couldn’t we? The question is, the real arguments that Van brought up originally thirty years ago or more and that we’re agreeing with is that we don’t see any need for it because it’s pointing out it’s not part of an entrenched ongoing language. But we could of course do exactly the same thing. You could say “This is analytic. Two plus two equals four.” and give the same truth conditions you would do with “This is necessary. Two plus two equals four.” Why I say this is that there are arguments that were used when we say they’re not making any epistemological point against analytic. This clarification of the word “necessary” doesn’t in any way answer that. One could still say as I wanted to do that the importance of what was going on from “Two Dogmas”, even earlier onward, is to undercut any of the purportedly epistemologically interesting and philosophically interesting uses of the notion of necessary. So we’re in totally two different domains now. I felt this from the time I read your paper on quotation and so forth.46 That’s a trick that one could use to save almost anything, I mean anything when one is talking about so-called syntax and semantics. And one must recognize that that in no way gives you anything when it’s going to be put to use. And you have to see what the philosopher or anyone else was trying to do with these notions. So we’re in two different ballparks.

Q: Well, it’s just that syntax isn’t the whole story. You can get the syntax of nonsense, “Jabberwocky” after all.

Dr: Exactly, that’s the point. Not to say we shouldn’t give the syntax, we can give the semantics of it too.

Da: This is a way of preventing people from getting too much out of logical form.

Dr: Exactly, it brings out clearly that logical form is a totally non-metaphysical notion as Russell thought it was.47

Da: You get some metaphysical results if at the end you find that you just don’t see how to get along without one.

Dr: Right, that’s something else. That’s why I brought [out] that it isn’t needed for the doing of science. [Once]48 there then you’re caught. We can get clear about how people are talking without going beyond that.

Da: Exactly, but you can’t just say that there must be possible worlds if we are to understand the word “necessarily”.

Dr: I understand. This helps one undercut the idea that one must get very quickly into something that “is philosophically interesting” if we simply use the sentence, “Necessarily I am now in this room.”

Da: To take another example, if somebody thinks you must do something along the lines of Frege to understand belief sentences, then you’re stuck with something like senses, meanings as entities which are really fixed definite objects of some sort. It isn’t just Frege but anybody who talks about propositions of any sort.

F: In fact it was Frege who introduced [?] and pretty much everything that has gone on later that people have even started to think in a rather different way.

Da: Yes, because even Russell’s way of thinking about belief and so forth fit in roughly to Frege’s scheme.

F: There’s one thing that this brings up that I thought we should talk about at some time and that is the relation between syntax and semantics. For example when we start systematizing a language for purposes of translation we do cut up what we hear into segments that other people [?] and sometimes I guess you talk about how we are trying to get the well-formed sentences systematized in a good way and other times the systematization was supposed also to serve a semantical purpose. We are going to get our singular terms and general terms and so on afterwards. And I thought it might be helpful to separate very clearly those two enterprises if you look upon radical translation.

Dr: Yes, but all we can talk about takes place after radical translation.

F: There was this point that you made a little while ago about Don’s attempt at [going]49 syntactical but we also wanted to pass to semantics because you would then deal with these necessity statements behind two separate sentences and say “This is necessary.”, then the other sentence. But then the main problem is of course to give a semantics for it. And I tended always to look upon that as something where you have to look at the whole theory that you have …

Dr: What theory?

F: It would be some rather comprehensive scheme of the world that we tend to agree on.

Q: Well I think of it in a pretty common sense way I think of the business of semantics as to describe the circumstances under which if it’s normative, as it is in a book where you’re teaching somebody another language or your own, the circumstances under which it’s appropriate to utter a given string of phonemes. Describing those circumstances in what terms? In whatever terms make good clear sense to your readers.

F: Yes, and that’s where I feel that in spelling out those terms you have to bring in the theory that you have lots of things that you both agree on rather than having it as something that deals with the individual sentence in isolation.

Da: Well, it’s true that I have warped the word “semantics” around to where I mean nothing but something like a Frege theory which is a systematic account of how the truth conditions of every sentence depend upon the semantic properties of some finite collection of items. But I have no objection at all to adding on what Van says. It does seem that there’s a sense in which you can’t perform Van’s job very satisfactorily unless you also see how to perform the job that I’m doing, describing, because you don’t even know what parts of speech you’ve got, what logical form of the sentences is it so you’re not sure what you have to explain.

Q: I’m wondering to what extent these two jobs differ: the circumstances under which it’s appropriate to utter this string of phonemes, the circumstances under which this string of phonemes is true.

Da: Sure, well, except that if you think of the simplest case of a Tarski-type truth definition where you give an analysis of truth for a large part of the very language which you’re using, then you can skip your phase by simply using all the basic words that you end up with instead of explaining them. For example, I’ve accomplished my stage for sentences with “necessarily” by saying “the logical form of the system is ‘necessarily this’” and that follows the other sentence. Now, I’m just using the English word “necessarily” to get the basic semantics of the word “necessarily” in the object language I take to be mostly English, I mean most of English, everything but the truth predicate [and] satisfaction relation here. So that this job, at least in these trivial cases can be carried out independently of there being further insight into the meanings of individual predicates or singular terms if those exist independently.

Q: I don’t follow this. You’ve given the logical form. “Necessarily”, well, it’s going to be an operator, as you say, on an utterance. What more has happened so far?

Da: OK, that’s all. Well, suppose I’m trying to understand you. So, I’ve got in some sense a theory, not that I can make it explicit, but that I am prepared to interpret an arbitrary utterance of yours. This theory gives truth conditions, in my language of course, for all of these utterances that you might come out with. And since I understand roughly the basic predicates like “red”, for example or “necessarily”, in giving my theory for you, I can [use]50 my words “red”, “necessarily”, and so forth. It’s not as though this is a trivial task to say what kind of a theory I must have or that would serve. I think of Frege’s theory of quantification for example as being such a theory for quantifiers and the things that do the work of quantifiers. That’s a tremendous accomplishment, to see what kind of theory would work for a whole lot of sentences. Or take what Tarski did, which I think of as doing what Frege was up to only doing it better. He doesn’t go in for explaining the surviving predicates and so forth. They’re just translated for if the theory is for a language roughly in that [?] then the very same words. But you straighten out a whole lot of things in the process of using those very same words. Even taking a simple sentence like “Jack and Jill went up the hill” you’ve got to do something if you’re going to put that into a Tarski-type truth theory. There’s no room there for a singular term like “Jack and Jill” and if you suppose that there is you’re going to get into trouble because you’re going to find out that there probably is a potential infinity of expressions of that kind. So you won’t ever finish your truth definition if you treat that as unstructured, as one more sentence. Furthermore, you’ll want it to imply “Jack went up the hill”. So it won’t do to treat “Jack-and-Jill” as an unstructured expression if you want to see why it entails that Jack went up the hill. So it’s not as though the elementary task of semantics that I’m outlining is a simple one. It’s not. Tremendous problems still remain, and tremendous problems have been solved.

Q: Yes, and what gets solved ultimately in this would be such that everything that might somehow loosely and intuitively be called logic becomes exposed. All the logical inferences not merely in the sense of what would pre-analytically be called logical, becomes after this analysis logical in our strict sense of predicate calculus.

Da: That’s one of the things, but the other thing is you see how the language is in principle learnable. That is, you see how by learning a finite number of things you can understand a potential infinity of things. You see how this one basic semantic property of sentences depends upon how it’s constructed.

F: When you are dealing with “necessity” one thing that it brings out is that putting it into two separate sentences gives two basic implications in connection with necessity that when something is necessary then it’s true because the second sentence is necessarily true and that comes out in your analysis because necessarily P is a recomposite of two sentences. And the second of those sentences just [is] “P”. Therefore, P follows but, you also see why it’s not the converse because the first sentence …

Dr: … doesn’t follow from the previous sentence.

F: So that is a tiny little bit of logic that comes out of that analysis.

Q: Oh, yes, good. And it’s one that doesn’t come out of “Galileo said”.51

F: But that is of course a very little bit so that you don’t get very much logic out of it.

Da: No, I don’t want to.

F: Most of the semantical problems really then are still there to be dealt with. And I guess those are the ones you would like to focus on when you would want to throw some light on when it would be appropriate to talk about them.

Q: Yes, and in fact the case of necessity is atypical of domestic cases because this is a word the use of which stands very much in need of clarification even for us natives, unlike [?]. And when it is clarified by describing it in more clearly intelligible language, the circumstances under which it is appropriate to use this word, this operator, this prefix. Then we find perhaps that along with it there’s a refinement, an improvement in our language in that there are going to be some waste cases that aren’t covered by this description and where we see that it’s useless. And so we reform the language and we’re getting a more scientific language. And so I guess there is some subdivision of our own vocabulary that needs real clarification even over and above the truth conditions. Well, of course this would be done in terms of truth conditions. This process then of making sense of so much of the use of “necessity” that we term “necessarily” the adverb that we can make sense of would be done by setting down truth conditions in the style of your truth conditions for indicator words.

Da: Yes, well it depends on how you do it. But on my suggestion there is an explicit indicator word there, but all it indicates is an utterance.

Q: No, but I mean a bit beyond that when you’re clarifying the use of “now” or “here” or “I”.

Da: Ah, there you can give explicit rules.

Q: Yes, you can give explicit rules and what I’m suggesting is that up to a point we’re trying the same thing for “necessarily”, this being another context-associated word.

Da: Yes, but there you can’t get very explicit.

Q: Right, you can’t get as far. But it would be the one case where it’s right to say if this does follow from what the interlocutor said for instance, and then other cases where it’s farther up the page and so on. Yes, and that’s where your comparison with belief is appropriate because in some cases we can make good sense of belief. And then it trails off to finally believing the Nicene creed, for instance, which is but lip service.52 But we don’t want to say lip service in general for belief. It takes more than that. People can be insincere, or confused or even deceive themselves.

Da: And there are even more direct problems about what belief exactly we’re attributing to somebody who says “Socrates believed he was wise”. As soon as you have demonstratives inside the thing or personal pronouns, exactly how you take that, what makes that true, is simply obscure. It might mean that Socrates believed the following, that is the Greek translation of this: “Socrates is wise” or maybe, “I am wise” and these are two different things that you can believe one without believing the other. And “Socrates believed that he was wise” would be something leaving open to each other which of these ways you’re going to take it. And that’s the beginning of a …

F: Yes, you have that general problem in all kinds of indirect reports on peoples’ beliefs, but those problems get much worse in connection with pronouns. But you have them in connection with any kind of general and singular terms, especially pronouns.

Da: Yes, indirect discourse has got all those things.

F: And especially that word “I” I think is very very tricky.

Q: But certainly the general purpose of all this semantics is just that simple-minded one, isn’t it, namely that describing in satifactorily clear terms the use of the expression.

Da: Yes, sure.

F: I’m not sure if you want to say just that it’s in describing satisfactory and clear terms under what circumstances it would be appropriate to say this because in semantics you often try to say something about under what circumstances it would true. And it could of course be quite appropriate to say something although it turned out not to be true.

Da: That introduces a whole subject that at some point I really want to get into.

Dr: I have found this very illuminating because it brings out … And maybe this is what was behind Dagfinn I’m not sure because we got off into this when Dagfinn said you had to think about the whole theory and then there was this exchange between Don and Van and clarity was gained. One could say now that it’s been made clear that what one’s engaged in is this sense of giving the logical form, the syntax, and then in this special sense, or perhaps it’s the only correct sense, the semantics of “necessarily”. One could ask again the question I asked, “what epistemological or philosophical interest is there in any of this?” And I don’t mean this tendentiously, I mean it just to get the answer. That is, by being at the level we are, we’re talking about our own language. We are way above whether there be any question of analytic hypotheses or anything like that. We have two people sitting here understanding each other, and we said look, we have this very clear way of dealing with the universal quantifier and the truth functions. There’s a word that traditionally has appeared very often with sentences and a lot of people traditionally have thought that this word “necessarily” functions on sentences or with sentences in the way that the quantifiers do and the truth functions do. Why don’t we just go right ahead now and do exactly the same thing that the great Frege showed us we could do with the truth functions and quantifiers with these modal notions. We know Frege said we shouldn’t touch the modal notions. He said that would be getting into the [?].53 But, genius as he was, why can’t we now go on the same way? And that’s the spirit that’s been moving you, Don, it seems to me. Why not go on in the same way? You’re reinterpreting what Frege did, and he said let’s go on the same way. And in a sense I take Van to be doing that although he put it somewhat differently. And it turns out you can’t quite go on in the same way, that is you’re not going to give “necessary” or any of the modal notions (if you give one you give ’em all I guess) the full panoply of rules and worked out logic that we did for the quantifiers and truth functions.

Q: Well isn’t it just a matter of token versus type?

Dr: Is that the only reason?

Q: Yes, at least that’s my view of necessity.

Dr: Oh, sure, but that’s a real major step because you’re saying your analysis is telling you that necessity deals with the token, whereas what Frege and Russell gave us forever is types. That’s an interesting move though. Frege would never have granted that.

Da: But we’ve already made a big step in getting the logical form if I’m right because as long as you think of “necessarily” as semantically a sentential operator, then what it operates on can’t be a truth value. Right? It couldn’t mean it’s not the case or it’s true that, so it can’t operate on the truth value. So then in your logical form you’ve already got to do something very fancy in order to explain what it’s doing.

Dr: That’s a good way of putting what you’re answering me for. But by shifting it from being a sentential operator you’ve opened up a possibility …

Da: I’m just treating it as a predicate. In fact I can say [that] my way with a lot of these things is to turn them into predicates or relational [words], one or two [places], but predicates. Which defuses the necessity for doing in semantics a lot of fancy … I mean in the logical form. I’m using semantic systems.

F: Yes I do think the whole development of all this talk about possible worlds is a very straightforward consequence of dealing with them as plain operators because if you want to deal with them in the model of quantifiers …

Dr: You mean operators on types?

F: Yes.

Da: Van was able to use his word “operator” before because he already made the distinction calling them operators on tokens.

Q: In fact there are three things altogether. There’s the modal operator that turns a type into a type. And then there’s the thing that Carnap somewhat erroneously explained it in terms of, namely the predicate that’s predicated of a sentence type, the necessary truth of that operator on the sentence is explained by attributing the predicate to the sentence specifying [it] with the help of quotation marks.54 And third, there’s Don’s approach on the predicate on the token.

Dr: By doing that we get progress, but of course we are forced to see quite clearly, as you were trying to say before Van, that a great deal of stuff then is obscured. And you too Don, that is, this analysis forces us to see that things that we say we cannot clarify. And that’s all to the good.

Da: Right, it’s deflationary.

Dr: It’s totally deflationary, and the critic would say, well it doesn’t work because there’s so much it doesn’t apply to. Our answer is what we’re getting clear about is why those of us who always never really wanted to admit the notion of necessity to play a serious role of getting justification for that. And the answer is well, no if you accept this entire metaphysical baggage you get clarity but that’s getting nowhere since we started out saying if we had metaphysics why not use necessity to start with.

Da: But by putting the weight on predicates, it seems to me put in the right place because now you can be as clear or as vague about what the predicate means as you please. But you’re not forced just in getting the logical form straightforward …

Q: That would be a good axiom in general: quarantine vagueness in predicates.

Da: Absolutely, that’s been my whole life strategy.

Dr: I think this brings out in a way that I never fully appreciated really what’s been moving in Don, that I was impressed always with the ingenuity of what you were doing, but now I see the underlying push, I don’t know if you’ve ever said it so explicitly, that you put predicates on tokens, and all of these things that Frege either stopped at or brought too much bad machinery to get at, and then we can explore how far we can go. And when we say there’s something unclear here, but we know exactly what we’re unclear about. The predicate, we know [but] don’t understand [its] functioning. And more and more you see the unclarities because it’s so context sensitive, which is what you said about the indicator, and it’s absolutely right. And no predicate is going to catch all the various contexts.

Q: Well, now, what about this matter of on the one hand the job of the lexicographer or empirical semanticist of explaining how to use or how are used these various linguistic forms, and second, truth conditions, because as Dagfinn said, appropriate circumstances of use aren’t necessarily …

Dr: … make them true. Not everything we say clearly is true.

Q: Yes, how much is left wanting then if we get completely satisfactory formulations for the truth conditions of, what would a reasonable linguist still want to hear?

Da: It seems to me the word “use” doesn’t settle the issue of whether meaning, to use a dirty word, is tied to what you’re justified in saying or is tied to truth. This is the subject that I think is a big one, and it’s been a subject of [debate]55 between you and me Van. The word “use” doesn’t settle the issue whether meaning is primarily tied to warranted assertability or something like that for evidence or whether it’s tied to the notion of truth. This goes back to several exchanges between Van and me in print. It goes back actually to my thing “On The Very Idea of [a] Conceptual Scheme” and also in your review of McDowell and Evans’ book.56 You agree with McDowell at a certain point, and you don’t mention me, but you agree with him against me that, as you put it there, meaning is more closely tied to evidence than to truth.57 Now, all I was saying so far is something that I think is neutral, and that is the word “use” doesn’t decide that because you can say somebody is using this sentence in such a way that it is true if and only if so and so. Right? And you can discover, perhaps, from his use that those are the truth conditions of his sentence. If you say that, then you’re tying meaning very closely to the notion of truth. Whereas if you say he’s using it on the basis of such and such evidence and that’s all there is to it, these sensory stimulations let’s say to take one line where evidence comes from, then you’re tying meaning to something else. You were siding so to speak with Dummett and Putnam at least at one stage on this matter. Putnam has put it very plainly. He says, “Meaning has much less to do with truth than people have supposed. What it really has to do with is assertability conditions”.58 I’ve got an argument I can’t really state in three minutes, so I’m not sure we want to get into it yet.

Q: This is something really to work on.

Da: It is. You’ve actually come down on both sides of this.

Q: Yes, yes unlike Dummett for instance, and I think unlike Putnam because I’m decidedly bivalent.

F: I think you’re ambivalent but not bivalent. Well, you’re bivalent also, but …

Q: I mean, I want two truth values, and only two. And I do, furthermore, want truth values. Dummett doesn’t even want them, anymore than the intuitionists do. It’s not even a plurivalent logic, it’s another kind of thing. For me it’s a question of each of these things in its place. And I think that we must get to the bottom of all this and sort it out.

F: I’d like to mention one point that I made at the end of that paper I wrote for the [?] about reference.59 I think that clearly evidence does play a big role in semantics. I think that to look upon semantics as something where evidence plays no role is mistaken. And I think when Kripke discusses reference he says that we have to keep separate ontological issues and epistemological ones. And for semantics really the ontological issue, namely what is the object referred to by a certain term, is important. And epistemology plays no role in how that tie is established. And I think that epistemology must play an important role in semantics because semantics is a product of the way we learn language. And that certainly depends very much on evidence. But at the same time I think there is a kind of tendency in our use of language to try to go beyond evidence and to try to talk about something that is in a certain way independent of our coming to know about it. And that is this kind of pull towards bivalence, and that is something that has to be refuted.

Q: And it’s what comes into this imaginary situation of knowing two theories of the world, not intertranslatable, and knowing, or thinking that they have the same basis of evidence, and that they are empirically equivalent. So that separates truth from empirical evidence completely.

Da: How’s that? I don’t believe that for a second.

Q: That’s the thing that’s developed. It is certainly acceptable. Maybe that would be the intervening step to take.

Da: Well that’s just one of six ways of getting into it. It’s the idea that the empirically equivalent theory shows that the notion of truth is immanent.

Q: Which is Tarski’s way anyway.

Da: Oh, immanent just means that truth is for a language or a pattern of speakers, then of course it’s immanent in that sense. But I don’t think that’s got anything to do with the empirically equivalent theories.

Q: I’d like to sketch these little developments on empirical theories. Here we have the familiar situation, we imagine these two theories, we see no way of translating them sentence by sentence one into the other. We have some indirect reason for thinking that they are empirically equivalent. We can imagine an observation that would violate one without the other. Furthermore these are in logical conflict with each other. First step, the one that Don suggested some years ago, there’s going to be at least one theoretical word, a word that isn’t completely pinned down by evidence in some sentence that is derivable from the one theory and refutable from the other.60 There’s got to be because the theories are empirically equivalent. So that sentence has to be one that’s not itself clinched. So we reinterpret. We say we’re going to treat that theoretical word as two words rather than one. We change the spelling of one. We keep doing this until the two are logically compatible. Then at one stage, not too many years ago, in fact, it’s the first essay in Theories and Things, I said “OK so we reconcile these two then we can accept them both as true. We can even combine them and call them a single theory, a tandem theory”.61 Dagfinn didn’t like that. Roger Gibson didn’t like it.62 And I was persuaded away from it. In fact, the way I thought of it in the end was what’s objectionable about it is this, here you’ve got this tandem theory, two lobes and a common part which would contain logic probably and other stuff. Either of these lobes is a dangler is Feigl’s sense63 in that you could lop it off and still have an empirically equivalent theory. The part is empirically equivalent to the extended whole. It isn’t fallacious to have a dangler, but it’s bad science because of the ideal always of economy and elegance. And in fact if you allow for danglers of this sort, you could allow for all sorts of irresponsible metaphysics that bring in words like “nirvana”, “grace”, “essence”, “possible worlds”, so that the spirit of empiricism would be violated completely and you would have all this nonsense. So, I was talked out of it, and so what was my next stand? Well, so here we have these two theories, we’re still persuaded that they’re empirically equivalent, but one of them is true and the other one is false. But then, as somebody just a couple of months ago at St. Louis64 complained, I think rightly, that’s intolerable to say that yes both of these theories are equally warranted, but one’s true and the other’s false. Then, I thought of a way around that, namely appeal again to Don’s device of making the theories which we have been using to make the theories logically compatible, namely that respelling. That respelling introduces a word which is foreign to our old theory, and it’s a word that’s peculiar to the new theory which is in competition with it. We could still have the same old indirect reasons for believing that the two theories are equally warranted and empirically equivalent, but we are no longer in the embarrassing situation of saying that the other theory is false because true is true-sub-L and L is our language. And that new word, that respelled word is not translatable into our language, so we can’t say “true”; we can’t say “false”. So it’s a theory which, from the point of your theory, we cannot understand the sense of translating it. Therefore we can’t apply our truth predicate to it. Nevertheless, we can still have reason to believe that it’s empirically equivalent. We can even switch to it sometimes to get a broader perspective on nature, get two angles on it. When we do switch to it of course, then we’re saying that that’s true and the other theory is not translatable into it. And so that’s the way the thing stands now. And then I might just add the postscript suggestion of Burt’s that all this vacillation is a symptom of the kind of thing that is so familiar, I’ve touched on it in other places, of these philosophers who bring in their wild science fiction examples “what would you say if”. And naturally the situation is that our language, our terms have their usage fixed insofar as they do, by the needs that we have felt for them. In new controversies over abortion for instance where the term “life” or “human being” isn’t defined to any particular point in the embryonic stage, we’re in the situation of there being no real answer at the start. Then we adopt an answer with the view of minimizing the strain against unarticulated intuitions of usage. And that’s exactly what’s happening in this particular vacillation. And this that I last described using Don’s device without using it for reconciliation of logical incompatibility is what, as far as I can see at the moment, is the least offensive. But truth, well now truth remains immanent, yes, but warrant is applying equally to our theory, which pending further discoveries we’re regarding as true, and the theory which we can’t regard as true at all.

Da: Well, the only sense in which truth is immanent here it seems to me, anyway, is relative to a language. We all knew that, but it isn’t relative in some further sense. Well if that’s all there is to immanence then of course we all agree that truth is immanent. But now you have certainly often claimed that it is immanent in some further sense.

Q: Well I wonder what that would be.

Da: Well, it certainly would be the case, so to speak, if you were within one of these languages something would be true, but it wouldn’t make any sense for me. What would it be? That’s always been a puzzle. Certainly in “Ontological Relativity” you say for example you say truth is doubly relative, once to a metalanguage once to a system of translation.65 Now I’ve never understood this. But anyway, if we’re now agreed that the immanence just is relative to the language, then of course there can’t be any question.

Q: Yes, I don’t see any problem about immanence or truth here. As for this thing in “Ontological Relativity” I can’t reconstruct that passage, but I don’t see any problem there. Of course ontological relativity has become much clearer to me because of dragging back the proxy functions, hitting it more emphatically on those. But what I’ve been saying now about these empirically equivalent theories and truth in this connection isn’t somehow to prove immanence in some further sense whatever that could be, but rather, the separation between truth and warrant. This I think is quite a dramatic case in that respect in that the warrant is even more liberal than the truth here. We can’t speak of that other theory any more as true, but we still can say that it’s warranted.

Da: But on the other hand, if we understand out of the theory, I can’t for the life of me see any objection to saying the same notion of truth applies to both of these.

Q: Well, now, how would you do it? You see, I’m thinking of truth as treated in Tarski’s way. We can apply truth to sentences in all sorts of languages, but only, as far as I can see, relative to some tacit manual of translation into our own. And here, by hypothesis we have none.

Da: Well, OK, but I’m thinking of the situation that you rejected. Well I have two things to say about that. One, I’m thinking of the situation where we simply add on this other theory because it’s not inconsistent at all, and furthermore, it’s perfectly possible that a situation in which one theory is useful some of the time and the other theory … I mean just calculations are easier to make.

Q: Which is the point I ended up with namely that we would go over to the other theory even just to get a broader perspective.

Da: Sure, but then why not think of it as all one language?

Q: Well, because of the dangler situation.

Da: But, we could weed out the useless stuff quite independently just by saying it’s useless. The basic theories are both useful because they both are empirically equivalent, so they are both presumably useful for explaining almost everything.

Q: Well this is becoming interesting because now we’re getting you and Dagfinn on opposite sides of this issue of the tandem.

Da: Yes, I see that. I don’t see any objection to the tandem. It seems to me as, it’s not identical, but it’s like saying why do we need both centigrade and Fahrenheit to measure temperature? After all they are empirically equivalent.

Q: Yes, but translatability makes all the difference.

Da: Well, we’ve got translatability, I agree. But on the other hand, one of them’s a dangler.

Q: Oh, yes, but that’s the way “bachelor” is a dangler. We can paraphrase it.

Da: Well, it’s a harmless dangler.

Dr: Let me be very pedantic here. The case that we’re considering is the following. We have two empirically equivalent things by definition. We now apply the Davidson trick such that there’s at least one theoretical word there which was originally the same and now has two separate subscripts on it. Now there are two different approaches at this point and Van has gone back and forth depending on which students agree with. I mean historically he’s gone back and forth. One, after the subscripts we agree that we have two different words that we understand and we have one big theory. And then, presumably in that big theory you have a lot of redundancy. That’s the dangler. Now that’s what’s been left unclear here. So we have to get clear about what kind of redundancy we’re talking about here.

Q: I think with the case of “nirvana” for instance, we could take all of our assessment of the world as it is, then we could bring in all the untranslatable Buddhist lore that contains this word, and that resulting theory is still empiri­cally equivalent to our original one because all this additional stuff doesn’t help imply any further observations or conflict with them and similarly with this respelled word.

Da: Not similarly because the respelled word is part of a theory which actually has empirical content. We have a problem with the “nirvana” case without even thinking about empirical equivalent theories. If you want to simply throw out these sentences then you’ve got to find some principle for doing it right now, quite apart from empirically …

Dr: It’s the original problem that Carnap was facing.66

Da: I don’t see the connection actually between the two cases.

Q: The connection’s this. Throwing out the “nirvana” sentences, we’re throwing them out by considering if we’re going to get all the implications that we’re getting before, without this extra stuff, we can do without it. And similarly for the tandem annex that we put on.

Da: But this notion of doing without seems to me to be the question. This empirically equivalent theory is one that may actually make certain calculations extremely easy. So, you can say you can do without it if you want, but it’s got a use. Whereas the “nirvana” stuff hasn’t got any at all.

Dr: That’s what you mean by Fahrenheit and Celsius.

F: What I think would be interesting is to look more into this notion of empirical equivalence because it may be that two theories could be empirically equivalent and they still could have quite different virtues. One might be very practical for one purpose and useful, and another for some other purpose perhaps.

Q: And this argument Don was using to justify the tandem.

F: Yes, and so maybe I would tend to be too quick at rejecting tandem theories, feeling that those danglers are something …

Q: So, maybe we’ve got another vacillation in this. I appreciate the utility of having the two theories to get different perspectives and I put that in at the end because one could still go back and forth between the theories without making tandem of them. Of course there’s always the question to what extent this is just maybe entirely a verbal matter of arranging the concepts. But that way anyway would be preserving the standard of economy and avoiding excessive redundancy without sacrificing the advantages of perspective.

Da: One thing that you were saying Van, I’m not sure exactly how strongly you meant it. It’s this point that you just define truth for a language. Certainly truth is relative to a language, but actually those two remarks don’t fit together exactly, that is if truth is relative to language it’s a relation between an utterance let’s say and the language. Then, of course that concept isn’t immanent. That concept carries over from language to language.

Q: And that concept, that transcendent concept is what Tarski defines.

Da: Right, exactly.

Q: With parameters in there for one of the two relata this relation con­nects. Transcendence in the sense anyway of covering all the languages in which we are prepared to recognize the same logic, quantification theory.

Da: Here’s a question that’s on my mind. If we think of there being some predicate that’s after all ambiguous, if we ever thought that it might not be, then of course we would have had to think of it as at least having the same universe of entities. Once we see it as ambiguous we might think, well it’s true of some entities and not true of some of the others.

Q: Now, what is this thing that might be ambiguous?

Da: Just the predicates in these two empirically equivalent theories.

Q: This would be a theoretical predicate which you’re prepared to respell, is that what you have in mind?

Da: That’s the one. But so to speak before we respelled it, we thought of it generating a contradiction, I suppose because of the fact that it was true in one theory of certain entities and not true of those same entities in another theory. The point is whether we say relative to this language it’s true of these entities, relative to this language it’s not true of some of those entities. That’s where the contradiction comes in. Then we’ve got basically the same ontology in these two theories even though it looked like a contradiction to begin with. If so, then even after the contradiction is taken care of by respelling one of the predicates we’ve still got the same ontology. The point is simply that these predicates pick out classes, the indefinability[?]. You can’t define one of these classes anywhere in the other language. But these theories then share much more than it might seem. They share an ontology. They just deal with it differently. They cut the pie differently, but the pie is a universe of discourse not just a raw experience.

Q: My trouble now is adjusting to this notion of their having the same ontology but being different languages without a manual of translation.

Da: Well, that’s an underlying difficulty that I have, but at least this could certainly happen, that you could have the same ontology but have a predicate which is nowhere definable within a certain vocabulary. And if you think of that vocabulary as being adequate to one complete empirical theory, then you can’t reduce this new predicate to anything in the whole theory. But I thought it was an important point that the ontology looks to be the same because otherwise it’s unclear to me what the contradiction was that you thought that you had on your hands beforehand.

Q: True, yes the ontology should be the same I should think. But you see the way I was thinking of it in the beginning is, yes the ontology is the same, the language is the same, and there’s a flat contradiction.

Da: Yes, that’s how it looked.

Q: And then, by respelling this word, the languages are almost the same. And the way I was thinking of it during one period the language is the same, and it’s got a new word in it which turns up only in the one theory. And they’re compatible. But then of course there’s the problem of lack of economy.

Da: Yes, the situation is not altogether different from how I think of the re­lationship between the mental vocabulary and the physical vocabulary. The ontologies are the same, but the mental predicates just cut up the events and objects in a way that you can’t define anywhere in the physical vocabulary.

Q: Well that’s a good parallel. Now how shall we look at this? Here’s our heuristic dualism. And should we think of these then as two languages that we’re not combining into one? That’s not a very natural way to look at it because we’re constantly going back and forth.

Da: Sure.

Q: The languages interpenetrate.

F: It might be very useful to focus on that problem of sameness of ontology first to see what kinds of differences can there be between theories and we can still meaningfully say they have the same ontology. And then afterwards see what happens if you start getting incomparable ontologies. But I think there is one point that I would disagree with what you said, and that was we could certainly have different ontologies and still communicate quite meaningfully. We could have contradictions: we could have an existential statement in one and its negation in the other. And there could be a difference in ontology there.

Da: Up to a point. But how far do think that could go? If we describe but don’t understand the idea of a language which simply doesn’t have physical objects.

F: Oh, for whole kinds of objects you might have problems, but not for individuals …

Da: Oh, witches and so forth, sure. Yes, but no physical objects it seems to me are going to have trouble because ordinary macroscopic physical objects have got so many familiar properties we can count on, like their causal powers, by which I mean among other things that you can move them around.

Q: I can see how you might have one language essentially Platonistic to the exclusion of concrete objects to begin with, and then the concrete objects are defined as sets of properties. And then, on the other hand, perhaps a nominal­istic language, anyway one which brings physical objects in on the ground floor. So one way of looking at it is to say, “yes these do have a lot of ontology in common, they both talk about concrete objects. But the other one has as being even more fundamental these abstract ones. The other doesn’t.” And then the question arises, “why say that this Platonist’s concrete objects are the physical objects, or why say they aren’t? What does this come to?”

Da: Sure.

F: Yes, I thought that would be a kind of a more limited problem to pose than the whole general problem of comparability and the possible conflict between theories. We can just look at different ways of dealing with ontology in two theories, and ask ourselves when it is really the same ontology and when it isn’t.

Q: Well, and especially for Don and me as it’s working out, the ontology is such an incidental and derivative thing anyway. The way I’m seeing it now (and this came first into my paper that I gave at the festival for Don at Rutgers),67 the function of reification is just to tighten the loose connections that are provided by truth functions and get stronger connections as we do by universally quantified conditional, for instance. And this points out the fact that structure’s all that matters and that you can apply proxy functions and change the ontology, but what’s really mattering here is the predicates and quantifiers. So it’s hard from that point of view to think of ontology as a fundamental bond on top of which we might have differences of language.

Da: Let me just ask a question about that. If I’m interpreting you, then I’m going to map your predicates and singular terms onto my objects, and if I may understand you, I’m going to have to find room somewhere in your language for talking about the most important things that I talk about. So I’m going to interpret some of your predicates and singular terms as talking about the things without which I can’t make sense of much of anything. And for me at least, that includes macroscopic physical objects. Although I can easily map all your sentences onto my numbers, let’s say, there’s a muddier point here, which is, I wouldn’t understand somebody who didn’t talk about anything except numbers. In other words I see two different issues here. One is just finding a way of mapping your sentences onto mine so that truth comes out well enough. The other thing is just making sense of somebody who has an ontology that I see as not including things that are so basic to my ontology that I can’t …

Q: Well, this surprises me because I expected you to take the opposite line.

Da: I know. I want to separate issues. That’s one issue. The other one is keeping my ontology more or less intact, I can map your singular terms and predicates onto that ontology in lots of different ways and do just as well. So the inscrutability of reference comes out anyway. Even if I think of the ontology as fixed.

Q: I was thinking also of the truth-theoretic approach and the way you were wondering some years ago, can we get the truth definition at all without objects, without quantification, and what is quantification contributing to all this?68 And it doesn’t seem that we can do it for reasonably rich languages. But still you were viewing as I do the reification of objects as just a means finally to get the sense of the sentences of the thing first and last. And of course, I take sentences as the thing first and last for another reason, namely it’s sentences, it’s expressions that we can think of holophrastically as sentences and not get into reference that are conditioned to stimulations and to sentences at the end of the theory and it’s relation of sentences to sentences, namely implications that connect all this.69 And again the objects are just means to an end, and the means, their efficacy as means is purely structural as the proxy functions point out. Now when it comes to this matter about intuitions about physical objects and not understanding somebody who doesn’t talk in those terms, the way I see it is, I’m understanding well enough, I’m digging his sentences about nature and all that holophrastically and that it doesn’t matter that some of these words … it just happens in my way of breaking things down further. In my own language I think of various of these words as referring to bodies although they don’t need to on the basis of proxy functions. That’s not the basis on which I’m understanding him. I’m understanding him because of the situations which would verify his sentences.

Da: So am I. And I’m all for that part. It’s sentences that we have to make sense of, and we say we succeed in making sense of them holistically only, as it seems, by using an ontology, that is by mapping parts of sentences onto objects. Now we’ve got a lot of choice of how to do that. And you can think of that if you want of course, as a lot of different ways of mapping your sentences onto mine in understanding in the course of that. But it seems that we can’t avoid going by way of ontology.

Dr: Why? You’re going to interpret Van, his utterances. And you interpret his utterances by mapping his utterances onto your utterances. So you’re talking about some constraint from that mapping. And the constraint you’re going to bring in is going to come from what? He says this is a table in front of us, and you’ve got to map that in such a way that what you’re carrying it to, you’re talking about something that people call a table. Is that what you mean by carrying?

Da: Well I’m thinking not any old mapping will do. A mapping that leads to understanding is one that’s going to give me a systematic picture of truth conditions. So instead of thinking of it as translation, if you want, let’s think of it as my giving a theory of truth for his language. Now, the point is if I find that he’s got quantifiers piling up on top of quantifiers, then as far as we know there isn’t any way for me to do this except by using something like Tarski’s idea of sequences. I’ve got to bring in some ontology of objects. That is theory building from a linguistic point of view. I want to end up with truth conditions for his sentences.

Dr: Truth conditions for his sentences in your language.

Da: Of course, well, I haven’t got any other. But in the course of doing this I couldn’t avoid mapping individual parts of sentences onto objects.

Q: The way I see that mapping of objects is just as the decision as to how to translate these predicates. When I say that I’m mapping the things this man calls “pierre” on my stones I’m simply saying that I’m translating “pierre” into “stone”.

Da: Not quite the same thing, but anyway, essentially I agree. It’s not quite the same because one can imagine quite easily a systematic way of going from sentence to sentence which you couldn’t analyze in terms of a truth predicate, that is, you couldn’t give a semantics in my sense of semantics. Take belief sentences. I want to take them just for the following reason that I might easily find a way of translating somebody’s belief sentences into my own belief sentences which wouldn’t throw any light on the question what their logical form was. In fact, you might say that’s what we …

Dr: … do all the time. But I really think something here is very important. Let’s stick to the most simple declarative straight sentences that we normally have no trouble with. Everything Van does is based on what he just said a couple of sentences back. You will translate his word for stone into your predicate for stone, and you will get your truth condition for “x is a stone” by carrying what you, by your analytic hypothesis, would call a predicate of his onto something of yours in such a way that your thing that you put your predicate on that corresponds to his term “stone” would be used for a satisfaction assignment to his predicate. Right?

Da: Yes, if you just stick to a single predicate you can’t make the point.

Dr: All right, so what you’d want to have is a general method for carrying out all his predicates. That is what you mean by giving a truth definition for the language.

Da: You can’t make the point without getting into the kind of complexities that multiple quantification introduces, but whether it has one form or another …

Dr: By multiple quantification you simply mean for all x, z, y.

Da: Well, I mean a case where you’re allowed to put all’s and some’s in as far as you please. That’s the point at which you’ve got to do something like satisfaction, give an account of the logical form, that is to give a truth definition. See the point is that translation alone doesn’t force that on you.

Q: But can’t you get this without deciding what the objects are?

Da: Wait, deciding what the objects are that’s right, all you have to do is to find some satisfactory way of mapping the other guy’s terms onto your objects.

Q: Good, and that’s where numbers would do as well too.

Da: All right, well that’s the question. But anyway, we agreed about the first part and I’m in doubt about the second part.

Dr: Why?

Da: The first part is clear, that is, I can give an account of the truth conditions of all his sentences using any part of my ontology that’s enough. And the numbers are going to be enough and a number of other things perhaps. The difficulty I see is a much vaguer one and it is something like intelligibility. I’ll tell you why I’m partly worried about this. I’m worried that we’re not going to have any good rule for excluding let’s say the kind of semantics that Montague does.70 I mean if you’re willing to use any old set-theoretical structures, for example, and the things that you map expressions onto you can do almost anything. You can define truth for the damndest things. And as you said at some point, the trouble with this is not that the machinery doesn’t work, but that we don’t understand the results.

Dr: Are you trying to do something that seems to me to go very much against what Van is trying to get at? You’re trying to give a notion of intelligibility which in a sense I think much of Van’s work is trying to undercut. This comes to the head of where I’ve always put the two of you differing when the chips get down. What you’re saying is that if you take literally what Van said, then you could go and translate, let’s say all that stuff about nirvana. You could translate nonsense in a sense into you, and you want a further constraint that would permit you to say “even after this, I still don’t understand it because it is nonsense”.

Da: The example isn’t well chosen because …

Dr: I think it is, literally, because you go ahead into the field, you’re going to translate predicates in such a way onto your ontology, and all you have to do is preserve the truth, the satisfaction predicate. And then you’re saying it seems to me that because you’ve mapped them all onto numbers that somehow something has been lost, intelligibility I think is the word you used, because you’re saying that you can’t understand anything unless there are physical objects. And the whole point of what’s been going on for a long time from after Van got through “Ontological Relativity”, even before, was to say that put just that way we can’t make sense of ultimately.

Da: Yes, well he may be right about that.

Q: How intelligibility comes into it from my point of view, the intelligibility comes into it not from deciding what objects they are. This is the big difference between Carnap and the others speaking of observation terms and my speaking of observation sentences, namely I say the intelligibility comes in through the association of stimulations with sentences.71 And these can be sentences of the most earthy sort of physical object kind. But the ontology’s still up for grabs.

Da: I’m not judging the idea that the pattern is what counts. I’ve got this great supply of sentences and it’s got a very complicated pattern. But it’s not surprising that I can capture everything there is in your speech behavior by mapping my sentences onto yours in different ways, even given that we at the same time must be able to give a truth definition and so forth because I see using my ontology lots of different ways. But I think of hanging onto certain things in my ontology as I think of it no matter what. For example, maybe the predicate “rabbit” can be translated by “undetached rabbit part”, but if I put that in my truth definition for you, since that phrase, “undetached rabbit part” is a complex expression, I’m going to ask what are the truth conditions for that. Well, you’re going to break that up into part and rabbit and so forth. The idea that you know about undetached rabbit parts but haven’t got the concept of a rabbit is something that I’m going to find hard to grasp. So I think of keeping the basic ontology the same, but mapping your words onto it in all sorts of different ways, equally good. As a rough analogy, it’s as if my sentences were in this context like the numbers, and what I’m capturing for you are like temperatures.

Q: Well, I see that it might be reasonable to stick to a lot of simple basic terms, words in making the correlation, but I don’t see that they need to be regarded as denoting any particular things rather than others if any in order to have the spaces.72

Da: I think of them as not denoting any particular thing. That’s a notion that we haven’t been able to make sense of.

Dr: There’s something you’re trying to get at that is really very different from Van.

Da: Well, I think I can put my finger on what I see just at this point. Here’s one notion of inscrutability of reference. I stick to one and the same ontology, and I map your predicates onto that ontology in lots of different ways which work equally well—empirically equivalent theories for all your speech behavior possible and actual. The extended idea, which I am expressing some doubts about, is that I can leave out vast parts of my own ontology that are fundamental to my own thinking and still capture everything that there is there. That’s the difference that I see. The Pythagorean theory would be an example of the latter. Inscrutability isn’t part of the difference between us.

Q: Well it seems I’d say so too wouldn’t I?

Da: 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.

Dr: Well Quine is attacking what you just said. That’s what’s interesting, that is, where are you standing to do that? You’re talking as if your own ontology is not subject to the kind of … When you look at yourself epistemologically, not ontologically, you see the trick is what is often confusing in what’s been going on with Van is the proxy functions are part of epistemology. They talk about ontology, but when you’re talking ontology you’re in the language once and for all and you’re talking about whatever your language permits. When you stand back and do the epistemology on yourself, then you recognize that there is no Archimedican point. There’s no position where you can say “there really are physical objects”. But your proxy function on your own home language drives home to you [that] you might as well have been talking about numbers or Gödel numbers or rabbits and so forth. When I’m simply talking in my language, and I’m talking about what is from within, then I’m [as] realist as possible. But all this talk of proxy functions, all this talk of ontological relativity and so on has to do in the epistemology of language. What I’m talking about is what evidence do I have that there are really rabbits rather than rabbit parts or [?] rabbits rather than Gödel numbers are73 rabbits. And I am in no better position for myself when I stand back and look at myself than I am interpreting you. And that’s what I think you’ve always been challenging.

Da: I am.

Dr: But that’s really the most interesting part of what Van is doing in “Ontological Relativity”. Indeterminacy of translation is really only interesting applied to yourself is what I’m saying.

Da: I’m certainly challenging that. Absolutely.

Dr: And that’s what I always took in your stuff and from your radical translation on where you were saying you’re building on Van, but then you brought in this notion of interpretation.74 You’re not as radical.

Da: I wouldn’t say that. I think I’m even more radical. No I actually don’t make sense of what you are saying which I understand perfectly well in the sense that I recognize it from “Ontological Relativity”. I am questioning one aspect. The inscrutability of reference is untouched by the difference here, that is, I’m completely in agreement with the notion that we don’t have a concept of reference. It plays no role in our understanding of language at all. What we have to do is simply map expressions onto objects and lots of ways will do. And so there’s no saying which one’s ought to be mapped onto them. But it’s the self application part that I find unintelligible.

Q: That becomes less mysterious in my later thinking, later writing on the subject in that connection, namely by our self application within one’s own language. It seems to me the situation becomes much simpler than it used to seem. When we apply these considerations of inscrutability of reference to another language, I say that what it comes to is just this: to interpret the other man’s ontology thus and so, to interpret his terms thus and so is just to say how you propose to translate his terms into your terms.75

Da: Am I allowed to translate that into how I’m going to give a truth theory for him?

Q: Well this would be part of that operation I should think, yes.

Da: Oh, but I think if you can give a truth theory you don’t need translation. In fact, it seems to me better to have a truth theory because you can have a rule for how to handle indexicals and so forth. You won’t try to translate sentences with indexicals. You’ll just give a rule in your truth theory for how to handle them.

Dr: Yes, but your truth theory demands that you understand them. And that’s translation automatically.

Da: Well, look, he says, “I’m warm”. I want truth conditions for, I want to understand what he said. Now it doesn’t seem to me anywhere near as much help to say the translation of that is what exactly? Is it “I am warm”, is it “Quine is warm”? I’m baffled about the right way to answer this. But if you ask me the truth conditions then it’s clear. He’s uttered a sentence which is true only if the utterer of that sentence is warm. That doesn’t translate the sentence anywhere, but it tells me the truth conditions which is what I think I need to know.

Q: I’m trying to bring out, I think, something different. If I were speaking of the translation project in general it would be sentence by sentence, not terms. And translating the terms would just come in as part of the analytical hypotheses, analytical being used in that rather literal sense of analyzing the sentences down into parts to match up just as a means, one means among others of getting the sentence to sentence relations.

Da: Oh that’s all. I see. So it doesn’t have to be broken down into parts so that I can get the logical form.

Q: It does. It should be because you have truth conditions. I’m talking about something much more incidental and superficial, something that’s not funda­mental, something that would happen along the way that somewhere in the course of all this translation you’re going to say, well, I’m going to translate “pierre” as “stone”. And the reason I’m bringing that in now is to illustrate how this notion of ontological relativity has been boiling down to something it seems to me simpler and less problematic, namely inscrutability of ontology applied to the other language is just that when I’m construing his objects as my objects in such and such a way, what I’m really doing is saying how to intercourse76 maybe the ninth or tenth chapter of my analytic hypotheses or whatever. I’m just seeing really how I’m translating his terms into my terms. Then comes the question, “what about reference at home?” The way I see that now is that it’s not problematical; it’s trivial. And that reference at home is to be looked at in the spirit of Tarski’s truth paradigm, namely the word “rabbit” denotes every rabbit.

Da: Yes, that’s exactly how I look at it.

Q: I don’t see anymore mystery about it.

Dr: Well what’s the relativity?

Q: That I think becomes particularly clear now. What is ontological relativity relative to? It’s relative to two things. It’s relative of course to the language which you are translating, and it’s relative second, and the more important respect, to the manual used. And the different manuals of translation construe relative to one’s own ontology taking that as absolute just as one end of the reference, a fixed parameter. The ontological relativity on the part of the other language is the relativity to the translation manual. The one translation manual translates such and such a word as a physical object, the other one translates it as such and such a kind of number.

Da: Now let me try to simplify this. You spoke of three kinds of relativity. I’m going to try to reduce them to one.

Dr: What are the three?

Da: One was to the translation manual, one was to the home language, and to the object language. Now I’m going to try to reduce them to one. The first part of the reduction is in a way verbal, that is it seems to me we might just as well put the first two of those together. If I’m going to translate all your predicates completely differently, then we might as well say I’m taking you as speaking a different language. It’s not as though we’ve got some great criteria for sameness of language. But one way of doing this is just to say “that is just a relativity to language” I’m not taking your words to be referring to different things so I’m taking you to be speaking a different language. So that reduces the first two to one.

Q: Yes, maybe it is just verbal. I’m thinking of the language essentially as the valley. I mean it’s the behavior of the people in that valley. They’re making these noises in these very various circumstances. And there’s one of the things that this is relevant to. And then there’s the noises that we make over in our valley, and there’s this manual that relates them.

Da: Well, there are all these manuals that relate them. Anyway, given that most people would say there’s a difference in language if we were to change the reference of all the terms.

Q: Yes, that is a very different use of this. I think of it anthropologically.

Da: Right. Anyway, so there’s one relativity connected to language. But the third one I’m not going to try to reduce to those. I’m just going to say I don’t understand the third one because I don’t see any way to spell out the relativity to the metalanguage. If I’m going to give a theory at all I’ve got to use my own language, but that doesn’t [?] in any sense that I can find … I mean if I try to spell out that relativity I just don’t see how to do it.

Q: What relativity is this?

Da: The third one, relativity to the home language.

Q: Well, what is relativity to the home language?

Da: That’s right that was your phrase not mine.

Q: Yes, I know but the ontology of the foreigners is what is going to be relative to something or other, right?

Da: Relative to their language.

Q: The way I was describing it was this behavior on the part of this alien people, that is the ontological reference of that behavior on the part of the alien people, is relative to our manual of translation and relative to what we’re translating into.

Da: It’s the last part I don’t understand.

F: I think there are only two positions possible here, either you have relativity to one thing or to three things because if there’s a relativity to our own language …

Q: One can perfectly well say that in the case of the foreign language there’s only one thing that it’s relative to. It’s only relative to the manual of translation. Why? Because given the manual of translation each terminal is determined. You know what language is being translated from, you know what language is being translated into, therefore it’s redundant to say that there’s more than one thing that it’s relative to. It’s relative just to this complex object which is the manual of translation. But this is verbal.

Da: Well, but this does begin to bring out a bit the difference between emphasizing understanding somebody by having a theory of truth for them and understanding them by having a translation manual. A translation manual specifically brings in two languages, Therefore, in saying what the translation is, you’d have to relativize this to two languages. This translates this in this language and this language. But in keeping77 a theory of truth, it’s only one language that you relativize it to, the object language. And it doesn’t help any to say, “your sentence so and so is true if and only if so and so in my language”. That relativization simply doesn’t get you anywhere. I mean if I say “in English” if I’m not speaking English then the word may not mean English,78 so that you can’t express that relativity at all. So the relativity to the home language … Can I put it in one more way? A sentence that says “this translates this” involves three languages: there’s the language that says “this translates this”; there’s the language in which the first word occured; and there’s the language in which the last word occurred. So there are three language involved, but you can only relativize it to two. If you give a truth definition, two languages are involved, the language in which you give [the] definition and the language for which you give the definition. There’s only one language you can relativize it to, namely the object language. But in the meta-language itself you can’t relativize it to the meta-language. So there is a difference at least in outlook which seems to me here to keep making a difference in how we discuss it.

Q: Well, I don’t see the three languages coming in because the language into which and the language that the manual was written in would normally be just one and the same.

Da: “Pierre” in French translates “Stein” in German. The two relativisms are explicit.

Dr: But if we do it in English, “‘Pierre’ in French translates ‘stone’ in English” and my statement that I just made now …

Da: But if you have two words in quotation marks then you have an unexpressed assumption, namely that the second word in quotation marks belongs to English. This may seem like a trivial point to somebody. The reason I think I’m not less radical but more radical in one respect is that I’m much more dubious about the intelligibility of this talk about relativity to the home language.

Q: Yes, well, I don’t know that79 what you’re right about that. The thing I think of is the translation manual and the ontology we attribute to this foreign community is going to be relative to the chosen manual and there is a freedom of choice of manuals in view of indeterminacy of translation. It seems to me it may just be verbal. Particularly since it becomes clearer now than it was in that original article of mine, that at least my present feeling is that ontological relativity of the home language doesn’t exist or it’s vacuous, that this trivial paradigm80 is the way to look at it with just this much of a caveat, that sometimes the home language isn’t quite the home language because we interpret somebody else in a different way.

Da: Right, I mean for me these theories hold just for individuals at a time. Incidentally, this point about the triviality of trying to express the relativity to the home language is the main point that I made in my piece on the inscrutability of reference, and you never replied to that point.81

Dr: Well there you raised the question about the misuse of the word “relativity”.

Da: Well, [?]82 agreed to that with respect to position. But I went on to say that it also applies to truth and there was no reply to that point. You couldn’t express relativity to the home language anywhere at all. Once you’ve said “this is the truth conditions relative to his language” you’ve done all the relativizing you can do.

Q: Yes, I probably didn’t get the point then. I remember dealing with the question “relative to what?”, but that was relative to the manual. I think that became clearer in my own mind since, namely it’s simply relative to the manual of translation.

Da: Yes, now I can put that part perfectly well in my own terms by saying “relative to the definition of satisfaction” because you can define satisfaction in lots of different ways. So that relativity I can express pretty well without going into translation at all.

Q: I don’t get it. These different ways, how would that go?

Da: Satisfaction is a way of matching expressions onto objects. And there are lots of different ways of matching expressions onto objects that will do equally well, that is give you empirically equivalent theories. But I do think there’s a certain simplification of one’s thinking if one puts it in these terms rather than in terms of translation since in translation it’s an unexpressed but empirical assumption that the language that you’re translating into is the same language that you’re using to say that one translates the other.

Q: Yes, but I would think of that just as the special case which is the only case that really matters for the particular problems that we’re worrying about. I always think of the interest here being ontological rather than an interest in translation, translation coming in only as a means.

Da: Good, good. So, let’s think of it in terms of satisfaction, then which doesn’t involve this hidden assumption that the language you’re translating into is the same language you’re using.

Dr: I want to see if I understand. Some things have been said here that are very striking. Van, you’re saying now that ontological relativity in the home language is inapplicable. It’s an empty notion?

Q: I’d say that.

Da: You can’t make sense of it. That’s the point.

Dr: Why can’t you make sense of it in exactly the same way you make sense of it in the other language because granted you say “‘rabbit’ denotes rabbit in the home language”. In English now, “rabbit” denotes rabbit. There’s no doubt about that. And that’s the reason you feel that you can’t make sense of ontological relativity? That’s what you were saying in your original paper when you said just those words, “‘rabbit’ denotes rabbit”.83 The point of ontological relativity that I’ve always thought was, fine, granted that, the point is if we think of our home language as now an alien language and we apply to our home language exactly the same kind of arguments that we applied to the alien language, then we will find that we can’t give anything more to “rabbit” denotes rabbit than “‘rabbit’ denotes rabbit”. That is, we can apply the proxy function to our home language.

Da: How?

Dr: From standing outside of it, theoretically.

Da: I don’t make sense of that.

Dr: If you think that you’re speaking a language then you ought to be able to apply the same notions, if these notions make any sense at all, that you apply to any other language, an alien language. Now the notion of a proxy function is a perfectly abstract notion that says that you take a string of terms, or you take the ontology that goes with a language and you can have a permutation in a certain way. If you are speaking a language why can’t that same notion apply to exactly your own language.

Da: Well, it’s perfectly obvious. If you put it that way it sounds like you’ve got a very deep point. But I think it’s an unintelligible point. What lies behind it is a very obvious point, and that is simply my predicates X and Y are two different things. And anybody who understands me will have to interpret them as being true of different things. On the other hand I can use either X or Y in interpreting a certain predicate of the other guy as long as I make systematic changes in how I interpret a lot of other things that he says.

Dr: Yes, but where do you understand yourself except in those terms? Are you having special access to yourself, is that what you’re saying?

Da: No, oh, now that’s the whole point. It’s not as though I think we’ve got this little internal thing that …

Dr: But you just said that you have X and Y, two predicates, and anyone who understands you must have two different things to go with it. Now what content can you give that except …

Da: That’s easy … We’re really missing something … Any correct theory of truth that he has for me is going to have to distinguish between my predicate F and G because they apply to different things whatever they happen to apply to. I’m not trying to make sense of the notion of the thing they apply to because either one …

Dr: You were able to say that they apply to different things because I, by an analytic hypothesis, have picked out your identity relation, and I have found that you have your P applying to an x and your predicate Q applying to a y and I say x doesn’t equal y. Now any theory of truth that I have for you has to preserve that you’re saying.

Da: The difference has to be preserved. My predicates mean different things so if I’m going to use either one of them to interpret him, I can’t use both of them to interpret the same predicate for him.

Dr: I don’t see how this goes against what was said because I grant all that …

Da: Well, I said what lies behind it is completely obvious, and what’s also obvious is that therefore, I can’t say “who knows whether I’m referring to x or to y”. I can’t say that, and there’s an obvious reason: I’m talking about my own language in my own language. And it is just Tarski’s paradigm that makes that clear. Now, the point of this isn’t to say there’s an internal truth that nobody can get at. It’s rather to say it’s an unintelligible point to ask me to apply this same thing to myself that I can apply to somebody else.

Dr: Well, now let me try to answer that. This really interests me, and I want to know what Van says about this. You have P applying to x, Q applying to y and you have x doesn’t equal y. I translate that and preserve it in such a way. Now we grant that when I translate or give a theory of truth to you, as long as I preserve the fact that x is not identical to y, I can make x and y anything by a proxy function. Now comes what seems to be the difference. I’ve always taken that we can apply this to me myself the home language. I see that I have x not equal to y, and I apply P to x and Q to y. And then I step back and think, “aha, when I took Donald Davidson to do this I of course could give a proxy function so that I’m not going to be able to say what is really his x and what’s really his y. Now I of course say when I speak Dreben’s English that P belongs to x and Q belongs to y and therefore x is a P and y is a Q. But, I say to myself, why can’t Quine standing over there doing exactly what I did to Davidson apply the proxy function so that there is no real x or real y, there’s just x will satisfy whatever …” And as soon as I say that then I’ll say why do I stick to and insist except in this very special sense that I can only speak what I speak, x is a P and y is a Q.

Da: I agreed with everything except the conclusion which seemed to me to be a non sequitur. And that was that I could somehow make sense of this … It’s perfectly clear I can say that he can translate me any number of different ways, correctly.

Dr: But I can’t translate myself any number of ways. That’s what you’re trying to say.

Da: And that’s all there is to it. It’s not a big point.

Dr: Oh, no, it could be a very big point.

Q: I think that this frankly big difference between what I said in that early paper and my present view of the thing is ultimately pretty much just a matter of words.84 But I think things through much more clearly and more satisfactorily, more simply in the later thing rather than its being so clearly a reversal because in that early paper it was as you describe it, and that this would apply equally to the home language because of this possibility of internal application. Well now think of this relativity in terms of translation and the way in which I’ve emphasized more in later writing so that when we’re interpreting the ontology of their language, it’s a matter of saying how we’re going to translate his terms into my terms. Then we apply that to the home language, so a matter of how I’m going to translate my terms into my terms, and of course I can do that by permutation, the sort of thing in the early chapters of Word and Object. And that is a matter of translating the home language into the home language possibly by other than the identity operation. And so that is a case then of treating it as another language.

Da: What does it mean to say you’re going to treat your home language as another language. You can simply change your verbal behavior and start using entirely differently words. That’s good, but I don’t understand …

Q: I could do that, yes, I don’t think it’d be necessary. No, the way I’m picturing it, that self-application by permutation that I suggested just before I took up radical translation in Word and Object. And I took up radical translation just because this is such a hard thing to think in terms of, namely it would consist in my viewing my home language in duplicate. The other would be something that looks exactly like the home language, but I’m going to reinterpret its terms in such a way as to make everything come out right.

Da: And what language are you doing this rewording in?

Q: In the home language. And I’m saying that the expression in this formal duplicate of my home language I’m going to treat now as if this were another language as translatable into my own real home language as Gödel number and I make these various proxy function interpretations say so that what it comes to in other words is a matter of permuting the home language on itself. And one can do this.

Da: I just want to see how you’re doing it. You mean you don’t change your speech behavior any. You just say to yourself “I’m not referring to what I used to refer to”.

Q: No, I think it’s clear if I think in terms of my writing a manual of translation in which these words, they’re familiar in our own language, but they’re in italics now as if they were foreign, and I’m giving the translation in this manual into Roman type which would be different words. That’s the form the operation would take. In other words just the matter of setting up the correlation.

Da: Well, what are you going to do with this thing that you’ve written down?

Q: Nothing really. What I’m doing with it now is trying to bring out the respect in which I think that this puzzling business about ontological relativity in the home language is really nothing but a verbal difference of the simple-minded straight thing, namely instead of thinking of that as a matter of translating the home language into the home language, one could just as well think of it … I mean if one wants to think in those terms, then it’s no longer [the] home language over here although it looks like it. And therefore, it’s covered already by what we were saying about the foreign language. And if we’re not going to make that twinning operation, then those considerations don’t apply, and therefore ontological relativity itself doesn’t make any sense. In that I think expositorily ill-advised way in that early paper I was applying ontological relativity to the home language and it was this artificial thing. But now it seems to me much more straightforward and intelligible to say that that would be an artificial case similar to the foreign language. And within the home language qua home language this doesn’t apply at all. What does apply is the trivial paradigm.85

Da: Good, and now forgive me if I say that that is exactly what I wrote in “Inscrutability of Reference”.86

F: You know when I have been trying to interpret these different passages in your writings on this, especially the ones in “Ontological Relativity”, I found one way of interpreting it that might be a kind of third position between the two that have been expounded, and that is to emphasize the public nature of language. All these points about indeterminacy of translation have to do with language being a kind of public institution where we can’t make terms mean what we want them to mean. But due to the way in which language is learned and is used in communication we can use it for communicating certain things, but there are certain distinctions that we simply cannot get hold of in language, and that’s what we rest ontological relativity on. And the problem is whether there are any such distinctions at all when they cannot be gotten hold of in a public way. And then I look upon the point about relativity at home as being to say that when I want to express my views on the world, I have to use a public language. And because of the possibility of proxy functions I could really have expressed these views in an alternative way in my own language talking about rabbit stages rather than rabbits and so on. And what I would have said and done would have been indiscriminate from what I am saying and doing. So in that sense it applies to myself but only because I’m confined to using a publicly available language. So that’s why we have the symmetry I think you also look for, namely that both with regard to my use of the language and with regard to other people’s use of it we can always map it in different ways. We could always use it in a way different from the one we use it in.

Da: Sure, the fact that you could use these same sentences of your own to interpret the same sentences of his of course shows that you could’ve used these different sentences yourself without anybody being …

Q: And then we cut through this by what Don suggested earlier, namely it’s the ideolect ultimately so that everybody else’s English is another language.

F: It might be interesting to focus a little on that, that is in what way is it that we could say, “when I use this public language and tell myself that I could really have mapped all this into another way of speaking and I could have spoken that other way”? And what does remain of saying that these are two different ways of speaking for me? Is one of them primary in any way that the other one is not? Because if you think of one of them as being more basic or primary then that might indicate that there is some kind of first person …

Da: Well one of them is going to be simpler because you’re going to have to actually express in effect one of these proxy functions. Instead of saying “this is yellow” you might say, “the thing three feet to the left of this has the property of all the things that are three feet to the left of something that’s yellow”. So, the proxy function would have to be built in to any of these other ways of talking. But otherwise you can say that anyone who understands you will see that one has got to be true if the other one is.

F: So, this might be a way of salvaging your intuition.

Dr: It’s not my intuition, but I kind of think about, I simply don’t see how one can use at this level notions about another language that we can’t use about our own language. We’re put in a very peculiar position. Where I am very unclear is I don’t know whether Donald is saying we do or we don’t care. I don’t know where Van stands right now, he’s shifting; he’s been saying various things in the last hour. What are we saying about somebody else’s language, an alien language (language now viewed as Van wants to view it of course as really the [manifestations of behavior]?)87 That alien language is such that we can talk about ontological relativity with respect to an alien language. And I can talk about ontological relativity with respect to anybody else’s language. And now can I talk about it in a way that is not totally vacuous with respect to myself. If the answer is that you’re not then one has made a distinction. Maybe we don’t have to talk about special access or special knowledge or anything like that, but we’ve made a very interesting distinction if the notion of ontological relativity makes sense for anybody else except me myself, then I’ve made a distinction which seems to me quite interesting between me and everyone else which would seem to bring out something that, sorry to say, that a great deal of traditional and contemporary metaphysics has tried to establish. You want to deny that. You want to be able to say up to that point and then you want to deny the conclusion I’d want to get to. I tried so hard to preserve that there is nothing that I can say about an alien language at this level that I can’t say about my own language.

Da: Well, look, I think on the contrary that if one sees through this one has enough completely non-mysterious explanation …

Dr: … of what leads people astray.

Da: Exactly.

Q: I think this symmetry is analogous to relativity in the sense of the special theory of relativity in physics. Take simultaneity. Simultaneity is relative to the frame of reference but that’s only simultaneity at a distance, analogous to two different languages. Bring them together so it’s just one language, that’s simultaneity right here and now of two events. And there is no such relativity.

Dr: Now why is that the same as your language and my language?

Q: In any and every frame of reference, these two events are simultaneous. On the other hand, if this happened here, and the other happened in New York …

Da: Look, Burt I don’t think it’s any more mysterious than this. If I’m interpreting somebody else, two languages are involved. If I’m interpreting it myself, one language is involved. That’s all it comes down to. And that’s not mysterious. It’s an asymmetry.

Dr: OK, I can say about you there’s ontological relativity, and you can say about me there’s ontological relativity. But I can’t say about myself there’s ontological relativity, and you can’t say about yourself there’s ontological relativity. That’s the special theory of relativity aspect.

Da: Well, in one sense I can say it about myself and not even be wrong, meaning if somebody else interprets me he can do it a lot of different ways. But what I can’t do is express it without getting into a tangle.

Dr: By expressage you mean I can only say “‘rabbit’ denotes rabbit”. I can’t say “‘rabbit’ denotes part of rabbit”. Whereas you can. Now I get the parallel to relativity. And what’s more, to really keep it going, I have to be able to say while you Donald can say about me there’s relativity even if I can’t say it, just like in the special relativity I can be able to say about you while you will calculate that what I say is simultaneous is not simultaneous. But why I was pushing so hard, and why I overstated is because I don’t see where this is not exactly what Van was saying in “Ontological Relativity” and in the Dewey lectures.88 Because he says in just those words, when you’re bringing up the relativity analogy. It’s gone from the beginning that you cannot express a given example of ontological relativity in the home language about the home language. What I was trying to say was, before you have to view me, I have to view myself as if I were you to be able to talk about it, which is exactly what’s going on in relativity. I cannot say “as far apart as possible” in my frame of reference if they’re not simultaneous. It’s you who will say it, and I can say that you’ll say it about me. But I can’t say it about me.89

Da: I agree with you that there is a particular phrase in “Ontological Relativity” [which] is in accord with what we’re saying now.90 But plenty of things there are not in accord with it. The relativization to the home language …

Dr: Now that I want to get back to. I want to keep the parallel going. It would be false for me to say in my frame of reference that the two events in my frame of reference are simultaneous, then not simultaneous. But it’s true for me to say [that]91 you, moving in a certain way, have to say that it is false for two events to be simultaneous. And I can explain in my frame why you will say that about me, even if it’s wrong for me to say it in my frame.92 Now in exactly the same way, it is in my language, the home language, wrong for me to say that “rabbit” does not denote rabbit. But it is important for me to say that you can say about me that “rabbit” does not denote rabbit.

Da: Maybe you can take what’s in “Ontological Relativity” in that way, but I don’t see how. The idea was, your ontology is relative not only to the language the person’s speaking, to the translation manual, but that same ontology is also relative to the home language. I still say the way we’re putting it now doesn’t make sense of that last form of relativity.

Dr: I see what you’re saying. It’s the double relativity here, if we can keep the analogy going.

Da: That is all that I ever objected to. And the objection wasn’t that it’s not relative …

Dr: I understand.

Q: Well that was the question of what “relative” meant. Relativity in the extent to which the analogy with physics applied. And it doesn’t apply to that. The sense in which it was relative to all these things is the sense in which “larger than” is a relative term and not an absolute term. The question of “larger than what?” It’s a relative term that relates two subjects, two objects, relative in that grammatical sense. And I think it is misleading, but I don’t think early or late that I’ve had any idea of an analogy at that point with physics. Relativity to the home language on the one hand …

Da: Well, you could. If there isn’t such a thing …

Q: You see as I mentioned in that first paper, the relativity was like the relativity to a frame of reference, the translation manual.93 The frame of reference is analogous to the translation manual. Now, Burt incidentally, I don’t think you got my analogy of simultaneity now as I intended it. I think you made it more complicated. The analogy I was thinking of in the case of simultaneity is, ontology at a distance is relative to the manual of translation the way simultaneity at a distance is relative to the frame of reference and not that one man’s interpretation of simultaneity is going to be different from another man’s interpretation of simultaneity depending on their velocities. That would be true too, but that …94

Da: I think that what we’re now pretty much agreed on throws out on the sense in which truth can be said to be immanent. I’d say it’s those same last pages of “Ontological Relativity” where that notion of truth being immanent I think first crops up. I don’t want to guarantee that. Anyway, the notion of truth certainly starts cropping up …95

Q: Very much in Philosophy of Logic.96

Da: Now if we’re agreed that doesn’t mean anything more than relativity to a frame of reference that’s just relativity to the translation manual as you put it, or just to the language as I would.

Q: I can’t see what more.

Da: Good, that’s great because that much immanence we’re stuck with anyway.

Dr: This seems to me, it’s on page forty-eight here, this seems to me what is really basic in “Ontological Relativity”, and I don’t see what you’re saying now that differs from that.

Da: The first half of the paragraph from my point of view is fine. Then trouble comes. “This network of terms and predicates and so forth, that’s our frame of reference …”97

Dr: Yes, we speak our home language as our frame of reference.

Da: Well, does that say anything more than “we speak our own language”?

Dr: No.

Da: OK, good. Now “relative to it”, if that just means in it we can and do speak meaningfully, then it becomes a triviality. But that relativity though, if that just means, well when we speak our language we speak it, fine, but I think it’s meant to say something deeper.

Dr: What more could it say?

Da: Now that’s my point.

Dr: But that’s why I always took it your way, and I think that’s what Quine meant by it. The point is it’s an attempt to make a reductio as if we had some thick metaphysical sense of reference that somehow latches onto the world. This is all polemical. I don’t see that what he said is any simpler than what’s here because I always thought relative to our home language means in our home language. He’s always said “‘rabbit’ denotes rabbit”. The problem is somebody might think denotes is some physical property or something like that that latches onto the world, but you can’t. That’s what this has been directed against. It’s what Michael Friedman, it’s what Hartry Field and so forth thinks it’s attacking.98 But it’s not. Van could never have said “‘rabbit’ doesn’t denote rabbit”.

Da: I’m sorry, but you keep quoting the things that do agree with what we’re saying, and I think there are lots of things here that don’t. Let me take the next to last paragraph here: “Regress in ontology is reminiscent of the now familiar regress in the semantics of truth. We know from Tarski’s work how semantics etc. demands that in some way we have a more inclusive theory. This shouldn’t surprise us since both ontology and satisfaction are matters of reference”.99 Right? OK now, “in their elusiveness and their emptiness—now again etc. relative to a broader background—both true in ontology [?] and in some rather clear sense”, he said, “in transcendental method”.100 Now here’s my point. That lumps together truth and reference. Now what we’ve been agreeing on is that there’s a difference. Reference really is relative to a scheme.

Dr: Truth isn’t?

Da: Not in the same sense at all.101

Q: Agreed. Yes, but I don’t think I ever thought it was. I think this is a looser analogy. I’m not saying that they’re identical. There is something wrong with this. I don’t like the regress itself.

Da: Right, exactly.

Q: But as for the analogy with truth, what was analogous there was regress. I would now put the ontological relativity in terms that didn’t involve the regress because I would no longer consider the dual interpretation of the home language. I would say well that’s just a case of a foreign language although it doesn’t look it.

Da: That’s not really a different point.

Q: I was certainly thinking of truth and reference surely even then as on a different footing because we’re keeping all these statements true when we reinterpret the reference, when we apply proxy functions which already come into that. Also there’s the more important matter of seeing whether or to what extent we agree on the philosophical situation quite apart from exegesis.

Da: We did end up disagreeing but not on these final points at all. And that concerns something which I admit is right today though quite vague. And that is whether in understanding you I can understand you as talking by nothing but numbers. In other words, how broad is the spectrum of proxy functions?

Q: And I think you can.

Da: Right, so there is a difference there.

Q: The key there is for me, the understanding goes back ultimately through all the tangle of analytical hypotheses or their analogue in individuals’ language learning to holophrastic association of sentences to stimulation.

Da: Good so that does give us some room still to talk about it because that’s the big topic I want to talk about.

Dr: But just before you do, explain to me each of you how does reference differ from truth.

Da: Here’s a simple way of putting it which I thought of recently. Take satisfac­tion which applies both to open and closed sentences. You can define satisfaction in very different ways so that it has very different extensions with respect to open sentences, but has exactly the same extension with respect to closed sentences. That’s the difference.

Q: Yes, and proxy functions are a way of doing it.

Da: Of course.

Q: That would be my answer too.

Dr: That’s clearly how one would have to go at it. I think it’s really connected with where you two do differ. I took that, what has just been said, to be what was going on in “Ontological Relativity”. Then one part is saying that for reference there is a double inscrutability or something like that because once you had your analytical hypotheses at a certain level you could have truth. But you still would have this problem about the ontologies. But now when you say that you don’t like the idea of having this regress with ontology I missed something. I still don’t see why, given what you just said.

Q: I don’t see the relativity of ontology as going into a regress once I stick to the home language and put aside this matter of reinterpreting home language saying, “well that’s a case that is no longer a point”. Once we’ve divorced these, then it’s already in the category of foreign language. If you don’t do it then it’s home language with nothing but the trivial paradigm.

Dr: There’s no regress once you don’t raise the question.

Da: You can’t raise the question. It’s not as though you don’t raise the question which is the way “Ontological Relativity” puts it. It isn’t that we say well let’s stop here with our language. There isn’t anything else you can do and so the question doesn’t arise.

Q: Here I think we’ve pinned it down. We pinned down the respect to which I disagree with the original paper. And I was dissatisfied that these notions weren’t clear enough to me at the time. I think maybe that’s the keynote, not just this—what could be thought of as rather a verbal matter—of whether you think of it applying to the home language because you project a duplicate of it or whether you classify that as a foreign language; the real nub of it is that if you do it the first way and not the second way you’ve got regress. If you do it the second way you don’t. I think that’s the important step.

Dr: So is this where you would change now? Instead of saying “in [uncritical] acceptance”102 you would say that you just accept.

Da: I think the word “accept” is out of place.

Dr: Well you can get yourself in the frame of looking upon yourself as if you’re outside yourself, and you’re denying that.

Da: Well it depends on what you mean.

Dr: But I do get this.

Q: And if you do then that regress is just regressing from X to X to X to X ad infinitum and that shouldn’t bother anybody, I suppose.

Da: There are a number of passages that suggest the idea that it’s a choice we have whether we accept our home language …

Q: This passage is a little different. Maybe this bit’s still alright. “The question ‘what is an F’ can be answered by a recourse to a further term ‘an F is a G.’” Of course that doesn’t have anything to do with getting out of this relativity if we’re in it because “the answer makes only relative sense: sense relative to the uncritical acceptance of ‘G’”.103

Dr: Yes, but if I ask you, say, “‘rabbit’ denotes rabbit” …

Q: And I say yes it denotes rabbit. Of course when I’m saying that I’m saying it in an uncritical sense of the word “rabbit”. I’m not sure I’d deny that now but it’s so much better to do it the other way.

Dr: Because the moment you say an uncritical yes, accepting in an uncritical sense of rabbit, that’s your point. You’re trying to say that doesn’t make sense, all of these phrases that run through there which try to make the home language on a par with the foreign language in this way. That’s what was behind your criticism.

Da: That’s what was behind it. I think if you look back at my article you’ll find that that’s exactly what I was … What I missed was going on to the things we’ve been talking about. It’s not that you said I was wrong about that you just didn’t say anything.

F: Did you express any disagreement in “Inscrutability of Reference” with [?]

Da: Well, only in the sense that he said, “well it’s a matter of words. I didn’t mean relativity in the technical sense”. But the point behind that I think got lost.104

Dr: So we will have an asymmetry between the home language and the alien language. And you’re going to use that asymmetry to block or to explain what leads so many people to take the asymmetry to give a “doctrine of privileged access”.105 So it’s exactly parallel to what we were talking about earlier when you said you’re going to …

Da: Yes, I’ve actually taken this line in an article called “First Person Authority”.106

Q: (after looking at his comments) This wasn’t what I was expecting to see on two counts. One, I do have, it seems to me now, a much clearer notion of what the relativity is relative to and how it’s analogous to the one in physics where it was vaguer before. I’m surprised I didn’t have that clearly in mind when I wrote this which is relatively recent where I say well, so the analogy isn’t very good. I think it is good actually.

Dr: There you took the analogy because of position.

Da: You see it’s good with respect to position, bad with respect to truth.

Dr: I see. We’re splitting apart reference and truth more.

F: It may also be simply that there are two kinds one can think of. And it’s only one of them is really [?]. That’s the one you just mentioned.

Da: Here’s one that we understand perfectly well. Your position and mine, our position relative to each other, is relative to a frame of reference which neither of us creates. It isn’t quite like that when you come to expressing facts about ontology. I have to relativize my remarks about your ontology. I can’t relativize my own remarks about my ontology.107

Dr: That has to do with expression.

Da: Of course. But not as though there’s something inexpressible though. Not as though there has been some inexpressible ineffable fact that’s been left out. This is meant to be a reduction of something that seems deep to something that’s very shallow.

Dr: I really find that nice. But I’d like to go further. What I was trying to get at before is we cannot express the relativity of ontology. I cannot express the relativity of my ontology. In my language “rabbit” denotes rabbit. But that isn’t denying that there is a relativity of my ontology to my own language that is exactly analogous to the relativity of ontology that I can find in your language.

Q: Because of proxy functions. Yes, good.

Dr: There are two things. It’s not that there’s some deep fact that can’t be expressed by me about myself. But the fact that I cannot express the relativity of my ontology in my language doesn’t mean that there isn’t a relativity of my ontology that is exactly analogous to the relativity I can express about you. And that I think you still want to deny.

Da: I certainly do.

Dr: And that is what I think Van is saying in “Ontological Relativity”.

Da: And what he’s taking back now.

Dr: I’m not sure he’s taking that back. That’s what I wanted to get clear about.

Da: You think there’s something sensible to be said about relativity to my own language whereas I don’t think there’s anything to be said about it. It’s a nonissue.

Q: There’s a line here that comes into that which I think is on Burt’s side where I say, “We’ve arrested the free floating reference of the alien terms only relative to the free floating reference of our own terms by linking the two”.108 So, I’m still saying here that our own terms also have a free floating reference. And that does seem still acceptable to me, the sense in which our own terms have a free floating reference is that we could and can reinterpret all our terms by means of a proxy function. And this reinterpretation doesn’t necessarily mean transcribing, though that’s a good way of saying how we’re doing it. And that’s the sense in which there was something in the ontological relativity of the home language.

Da: We’re in disagreement then. I don’t make sense of that. I don’t understand it because I don’t understand how I am reinterpreting my own language.

F: These are similar phrases to things you have in “Ontological Relativity”, and I have not interpreted them in quite the way you do I think. I think that my emphasizing the public nature of language and that I am confined to using this public language … The point is that my relation to this language that I’m using, English, is just like the other person’s relation to it. And therefore, we shouldn’t expect there to be any asymmetry. And in principle I can see how there could be proxy functions, and therefore, I can see how somebody trying to understand me could actually attribute to me various kinds of ontologies just as I can attribute to him various kinds of ontologies.

Q: You can also do it to yourself. Don asked a couple of minutes ago, “how could you ever reinterpret your own language”. And the answer is this. You write down various expressions in your own language. Over here you put some other expressions of your own language which are different expressions. And you’ve worked out this correlation with such ingenuity that you persuade yourself or prove that if all these substitutions are made, everything that was true before is true still. That’s what I mean by reinterpretation of one’s own language. That’s not mysterious.

Da: Of course not. This is right. You could substitute a whole number of other things without any change of interpretations as far as I can see, which will be equally true. But I don’t see where the question of reinterpreting your own language comes in. Rather you’re just using different sentences of yours which have a different interpretation. But they’re true under exactly the same circumstances.

Q: That’s all right. I don’t know a better word for it.

Da: Well it’s not a reinterpretation because I’m not changing the semantics.

Q: All right, then reinterpretation’s a bad word, but I wonder what would be a good one. I think we understand what’s happening. I don’t know a better word. This is the way I define it. It’s a little more specific still in that it’s reinterpretation ontologically. Each of the terms, and by “term” I mean a general or singular term that designates, each of these terms gets correlated with another term, probably a long one. The objects it denotes are going to be different ones. There’s going to be a one-to-one correlation of the objects, and then I argue that everything is going to come out all right in the sense that truths will go into truths by this. And this is what I mean early and late by “reinterpretation of one’s terms” and what I mean in all the discussions of proxy functions. And well, I think it’s a pretty good use of the word, isn’t it?

Da: Well I think this is maybe where we have this verbal disagreement that keeps coming out, or difference in how we speak of it. I thought of interpretation as always involoving a map of expressions onto objects. Here there’s no change about that at all. So I wouldn’t call this a reinterpretation. It’s just a discovery that there’s a way of mapping your own sentences onto sentences so that truths are always mapped onto truths, not only actually, but so to speak, even in all possible worlds.

Dr: Is that an ordinary meaning of “interpretation”? When an interpreter is at the U. N. and you talk about what he does, he turns foreign languages into English.

Da: Well, I was using it in what I thought was a slightly technical term in which you map expressions onto objects.

Dr: You mean in model theory?

Da: In what I call semantics.

Q: I don’t think it matters. I think you could do it that way too and it would still come out right. We do it all still with words. But the way you look at it now is, I’m doing it the way I did before, putting down the old lexicon of predicates here and longer complex predicates here which are not equivalent. And whether you call this longer predicate a reinterpretation of this one or whether you say that you’re reinterpreting this predicate by taking it as denoting the objects that this complex predicate denotes comes to the same thing.

Da: No, it’s not, because now we’re back to the case that you mentioned before where you decided to speak another language.

Q: No, this is all being done purely in English.

Da: Here’s where I think it really helps straighten things out to talk about a theory of truth rather than a theory of translation.

Q: But I’m not speaking of translation anymore I’m talking about free floating ontology within the home language, no translation.

Da: I haven’t got it. You think it’s very obvious but I’m too dense to get it.

Q: You were asking what I meant by “reinterpreting the home language”. Let me explain. I’m prepared to accept either of two explanations which I think come out equivalent. One is, I’m supplying expressions from the home language and correlating them with the old ones. The other is that I’m taking expressions of the home language and imagining that the old ones are now denoting the denotata of the new.

Da: I say the first of those two is not a matter of reinterpretation in my sense because we haven’t changed the ontology of the expressions at all. We’ve kept it just as it was, and we’ve discovered sentences that have the same truth conditions in it in sort of an extended sense of truth conditions. The other way is a matter of thinking of myself as speaking a different language. And neither of those seems to me to be a reinterpretation of my own language in my own language.

Q: Yes, in fact an essential point came up that I overlooked, namely my account now, as you just, said sticks to the same ontology. It permutes. And proxy functions in general are more liberal in that they can also bring an­other ontology. And we still would call it reinterpretation. But that would be reinterpretation in your sense of a what some people call semantical, namely denotational rather than substitutional.

Da: But I repeat that none of the processes described here seems to me to amount to assigning to my own words a different ontology. In one case I con­template speaking another language, and in the other case I keep on speaking the same language and choose other sentences with a different ontology that are true in the same circumstances. But neither of those seem to me to be correctly described as reinterpreting my own language in my own language.

F: I think you use the word “language” differently, and that’s why I come back to the importance of the public nature of language. The way you use “language” you have one language if you also have the same interpretation. You don’t speak of a language except in connection with some specific interpretation. And you talk about a language that could be interpreted in one way or in another by different …

Da: I don’t care whether you say that they can take me speaking different languages or just that they can interpret my language in different ways. I hope that’s just equivalent. And I see, of course, that the same is true of my own language. And that’s what Burt keeps insisting, and that’s obviously right. None of this amounts to assigning a different ontology to my own language. But I don’t understand your point about public and public aspect of it only for the reason I don’t understand what you would be talking about if you talked about a language that wasn’t public.

F: I guess we all agree that language is public. That’s one of the basic points that you stress all the time, that just because language is public we have to base ourselves in it with interpretations or translations that make use only of publicly accessible evidence. We cannot use telepathy or anything else. And given this public language, whether it is used by somebody else or by myself, there would be lots of different ways of assigning reference to singular terms, extension to general terms, and so on that would all be compatible with our assenting to and dissenting from the same sentences, and with our attempt to say it’s the same language regardless of how you assign extensions and references to the terms in it.

Dr: But that’s irrelevant. If I understand it, Donald wants to have an asymmetry between what you can say about yourself and what you can say about somebody else, and he certainly believes that his language is as public as the other persons. Now half the time Quine seems to agree with Don, and the other time he seems to agree with what I think is an earlier Quine. But clearly you want to say that in any interesting reading of”Ontological Relativity” I cannot say about myself that my references are inscrutable. Oh, you were more careful. You can say it but I can’t express an instance of it.

Da: Right. I can describe what somebody else could do.

Dr: Now maybe this is purely exegetical, but I don’t think in the locus classicus, “Ontological Relativity” itself, Van suggested that I could express inscrutability of reference about myself. He insists, however, I have no grounds for denying, and in fact I have every ground for asserting that my references are just as inscrutable for me as for anyone else.

Da: Inscrutable for me? Oh, boy.

Dr: Oh, I see what you mean about inscrutable for me. When I give a theory about my language I have to have as a theorem in the theory about my language that my references are inscrutable in the same sense that there’s a theorem about my talking in my theory about your language that your references are inscrutable. But I can give, you say, an example of inscrutability about you that I cannot do about myself. And in what I take to be the governing passages, Van seems to agree with that early and late. And then I don’t see where there is a problem. But then somehow there seems to be a change because if he says in those very words “‘rabbit’ denotes rabbit”, there is no way of expressing … it would be wrong in those words to say “‘rabbit’ denotes rabbit part” right? But then I still want to say as he wanted to say that that doesn’t mean that reference is not just as inscrutable with respect to my language as it is with respect to yours. And that’s where you want to draw back.

Da: Yes, and it’s not that I want to deny that. If all that means is other different people can interpret me in many different ways I agree. And I can even explain how they could do it.

Q: Now that point brings us down to what I call “reinterpretation of one’s own language”, namely when you show how the other person could do it. You show it by putting down this expression and then putting down this complex expression from your language. “That’s what you’re saying well it’s going to be in the French this”, and this Frenchman could reinterpret you by putting down the French equivalents of this, this, this in place of these English one-word predicates this, this, and this. That’s what I’m talking about when I talk about reinterpretation of one’s own language. And you do it yourself.

Da: I can explain how he could reinterpret. That’s right, of course I can. OK, but that’s not reinterpreting my own language in my own language.

Q: Well, that’s what I call it. I don’t see why not.

Da: I guess part of it is verbal, and I take interpretation [to involve]109 mapping expressions onto objects.

Q: But if you do, I could just as well, couldn’t I? You’d say here you have the English one-word predicates, now putting it in terms of expressions to objects. You would say, now that Frenchman might take this predicate as referring to the objects so and so and so and so which is what you’re describing in this English phrase, those objects. You might interpret this one as meaning not these rabbits but so and so, so and so what these words rabbit part or whatever denote. Now I am talking about interpretation as a matter of words to objects and still saying the Frenchman could do this, this, this. When I’m saying that the Frenchman could do that, that’s what I mean by interpreting my own language in itself.

Da: If that’s what you mean I don’t think there’s any question that you can do that.

Q: And the first one then doesn’t have to come into the picture.110

Da: What I wouldn’t mean by “reinterpret my own language” is to give a truth definition in my language for my language which assigns different objects to expressions.

Q: You could do that too couldn’t you?

Da: No, I don’t think so.

Q: Look, we’ve both been so aware of how it doesn’t matter what objects you bring into the satisfaction relation just as long as the sentences come out right.

Da: That’s when I’m giving a truth definition for somebody else. For myself I have no choice. It’s not that it matters. I just can’t make sense of an alternative.

Q: You can play the same game that I’m describing at that level.

Da: Van, I don’t mean to make this a difficulty, but it seems to me that not long ago you were saying your new view was exactly what I’m saying now. It seems to me that you’re now denying flatly something that you rather insisted on an hour ago.

Q: No, I believe both of these things. They don’t conflict.

Da: There’s Burt’s reading in those very words, in which I think he’s repeating the point that you made an hour ago, as if it doesn’t make any sense to ask could do it in other words. You’re now saying “yes you could do it in other words”. That was the very thing that I objected to.

Q: There are two things which seem to be in conflict, and both of which seem true to me. One is, and this is what you think of as my new view, that inscrutability of reference does not apply to the home language. It applies to translation and in the case of the home language where you’re not translating anything. It’s just a matter of the trivial paradigms. The fact remains how­ever, and this is the doctrine of proxy functions which applies as much to home languages as to any other, that we could reinterpret the terms of our home language in such a way as to have them denoting different objects from what they do. And all our sentences would still come out true and equally warranted. And what that reinterpretation consist in is this thing I was just describing setting up these parallel lists of predicates. And both of these see to me perfectly clear and true and not in conflict.

Da: There is something in the second point that I find obscure on just the point that I think is at issue. That is, we could reconstrue. Of course I can say he could take my predicate F to be true of his. I can take that however as my reconstruing.

Q: This is verbal. That’s just what I mean.

Da: Then it just comes to the point that we all agree on that he can interpret me in various ways.

Q: And you can show him how he can do it.

Da: That’s absolutely right. On the other hand, and here I think I’ve got something that might help me at least, I can describe how he can do it in a sort of abstract sense. But I’m not actually reconstruing my own language or even showing in detail how he can do it because he could use … His predicates are F′ and G′. My predicates are F and G. He could switch them. That’s perfectly true. That shows that since for both of us a is F, it’s not identical a is G. In general, these predicates have different extensions. But of course, I haven’t reinterpreted my own expressions because I don’t know which things his F′ and G′ are true of since I can reconstrue them any old way. So I haven’t exactly described a new interpretation of my own language. I have described how somebody could reinterpret it, which is a different thing from actually assigning new objects to my predicates.

Dr: That’s what you’ve been saying. You can’t express the interpretation.

Da: Well, I think it’s worse than that. I’m trying to put my finger on what it is I don’t get. I can describe how the process would take place that he could reinterpret what I am talking about, but I can’t describe the reinterpretation of myself …

Dr: You mean the outcome of his process.

Da: The outcome would be to switch … He gives me a different ontology. But it is not as though I have described a new ontology for myself because I don’t know which of these ontologies he’s got.

Q: Well it begins to get clear now doesn’t it that this Frenchman over here is a red herring, and he’s not being helpful in the way that I thought he might. But I can still describe what I was describing in the first place, namely what I’m calling the reinterpretation of my language in my language, and I’m going to do it now in such a way that I’m relating to objects and not to terms because I think it goes either way. I’m setting down these various familiar terms which do denote, “rabbit” denotes rabbit, and all the rest. And then I’m setting down these complex terms over here which denote quite other things from what these did. And then I’m pointing out that if these switches are made, we could think of it as a switch of the terms or a bit more figuratively as a matter simply of saying we’ll pretend that these terms denote these objects rather than these. Whatever way we phrase it we show that truth is preserved. And evidence is preserved. And so apart from the trouble with the word “reinterpretation” it seems to me that this is all straightforward.

Da: Well everything is straightforward except … I can imagine speaking a different language than I do of course.

Q: I’m not even changing the language am I?

Da: All right well that’s one of the two cases. The trouble is in part I think that we keep going back and forth between two different cases. One is where I just keep speaking the same language but I use different sentences. That’s completely intelligible to me. No changes in how expressions are mapped onto objects.

Q: I’m talking about the case where we do change the mapping.

Da: Well then I have to imagine speaking a different language than I do.

Q: Well do we have to imagine anything? I can just describe the mapping, correlation.

F: Two points I would like to put in. One has to do with I think now this question “what is meant by language?” actually comes out again. I think you include more in your notion of language than we do because although you have two different languages you say it’s the same language but you are just mapping them in a different [way].

Da: Yes, you’re right.

F: The second point is more important. I think I can now see a genuine difference between you. And that is that if this Frenchman comes and translates what you say in different ways (of course the point of inscrutability of reference and also indeterminacy of translation is that all these ways of doing it are each one of them right), there’s not one that is right and one that is wrong. And you would say that well they are right in the sense that whatever way he translates me, of course when I try to map his ontology onto mine I have the same freedom. So I can speak with my ontology and don’t have to worry about his translating me in different ways. But you, Van, would say that actually this person is attributing to me quite different ontologies depending on these different translations. And actually he is equally right to attribute to me this ontology as that one.

Q: But aren’t we all saying that.

Da: There are two things to distinguish here. One is, I can certainly tell that he is attributing different ontologies to me because if I interpret him correctly I certainly take these different expressions to refer to different things. But that doesn’t tell us anything about which.

F: No, but you just have to say that if he translates you one way, then clearly the ontology he attributes to you then would be different than the one that …

Da: But you cannot tell which is which.

F: But you can say at most one of these ways of translating you would be right.

Da: Oh, no. On the contrary, they’re both equally right.

F: But you can’t tell which one is right. But he ends up with two different ontologies for you. You don’t know which one of them is the one you would like?

Da: In fact that question is unintelligible. The question which ontology is he attributing to me is unintelligible.

F: Yes, but you know that there are two different ones. So you wouldn’t really agree that both ways of translating you would be right.

Da: At the same time? Oh. Well sure, they’re both right. There’s no fact to the matter. But of course once I interpret him one way or the other, then one of his ways is right and one is wrong. But that’s only after I’ve decided that his word should be interpreted in a certain way.

F: That fits in well but it’s just the fact that you at least initially look upon them as both right at the same time. That’s where I thought there would be a difference.

Da: No, no they’re both right because he can either say, “this is the interpretation of Davidson’s language” or even say, “that one is”, and they’ll be perfectly OK. Nothing wrong with them. Just as I can say about him, I’ve got two different theories and indeed they work exactly as well as the case of empirically equivalent theories except here we have a proxy function so we can go back and forth between them.

F: I think that there is something here where you actually disagree. And in a way I take you to have a more radical view than Don.

Q: I can’t find the disagreement now because it seems to me to all be coming down to some worry about the particular word “reinterpretation” than which I can’t find a better. But it seems to me that’s eliminated by just describing so explicitly what it is, namely just this pairing off of terms within the language. Is the word “language” causing obscurity, well, pairing off our terms, the terms that up to now anyway were terms in our language, in our English. They still are as we’re pairing them off. We’ve pulled these terms out of our English[?] and we’ve worked from then on. We’re working them. And whether we continue to say “well we’re working with our language” I don’t think is going to matter any more. We are correlating them and then observing that the result of making these substitutions of these terms one for the other, the result whether we call that another language or not is that all its sentences if interpreted as English sentences would still be true.

Da: That’s where we started. That is the way we did the pairing is to pair two terms given the …

Q: Oh, I’m not pairing sentences, but pairing terms in such a way that …

Da: Right, sorry, and therefore sentences, but terms. Wait a minute, we did the pairing with an eye only to figuring the truth of sentences systematically. That was the basis for the pairing. So, here we paired true sentences with true sentences and … Now we say, “so we could take the ontology of one to be the ontology of the other”. But I just find this… Somebody could do this, but I can’t unless I pretend now that this isn’t my language anymore. I’m just going to talk about it.

Q: When we set the thing up the way I’m picturing it that is the reinterpretation. There isn’t some further reinterpretation afterwards. I’m explaining what reinterpretation consists in in the sense in which I’m using the term. And these are terms from English first and last. I’m pairing these off. I’m pointing out that the sentences which contain these terms in all the places where English sentences contain these terms all come out not only equally true but equally sustained by evidence. The word “reinterpretation” isn’t coming in at all anymore.

Da: Right, but neither have we so far said anything about switching ontology.

Q: No, that doesn’t come in either. That’s what this consists in. That’s what the ontology consists in.

Da: Then there’s no disagreement at all. I agreed to that long ago.

F: I’m not quite sure yet. I think there is still something hidden there maybe we could get it clear if you spell it out very carefully step by step once more.

Q: It’s just a proxy function thing. By considering proxy functions we see that if all these English one-word predicates are replaced in all their contexts by these corresponding English predicates, the synthesis111 that these original English sentences are supplanted by will be sustained by the same evidence supported in the same way as the sentences that they were correlated with.

F: There seems to be one little difference in to what extent you have exactly the same universe of discourse in those two. I think you would permit there to be quite different universes.

Q: Yes.

Da: That’s the whole idea, but to say that … A moment ago I thought Van said ontology hasn’t come into the picture yet, but of course proxy functions are exactly what bring ontology in aren’t they?

Q: Well, ontology comes into the picture right through first and last but no mention of ontology because where ontology might get mentioned I [?] specify the variable.

Da: We have to reflect on the fact that if we’re to substitute one of these sets of sentences for the other, our terms would have a different reference. By this I mean only that we must have originally mapped different objects onto these terms.

Q: Yes, I think that’s my idea. That’s the idea of this ontological switch generated by the proxy functions.

Da: Yes. Well, I don’t see anything wrong with this, but it seems to me extremely misleading to describe this as assigning a different ontology to my own language.

Dr: But what else could it be?

Q: Oh, well that is misleading, yes. As Dagfinn reminded us a minute ago, there are two situations there. One is where you’re using the same old ontology and you’re merely permuting it, that is you’re changing the references of the terms within your original ontology. In that case you’re not changing the ontology of the language, but you are changing the ontological import of the terms one by one.

Da: Yes, I made that point a while ago. Now I’m saying I think it’s misleading to describe this as having changed the assignment of objects to words.

Q: There I can’t see anything except that that shows to me a curious linguistic quirk and I don’t know how to dodge it by rephrasing.

Dr: That is what Van has always meant by reassigning the ontological. He’s never meant anything but that at any time.

Da: Well, the trouble is that I haven’t found anything said here that could be described correctly as my describing a different ontology in terms of my own language. And there’s nothing more behind this. I think the difference between us is this. You are still eager to describe a kind of relativism which I can ascribe to myself which I want not to deny but to say that it’s unintelligible.

Q: And I keep trying to make it intelligible by explaining it. And it seems as though this matter of setting up the terms in parallel and relating them has nothing mysterious about it.

Da: I agree.

Q: So what remains as unintelligible?

Da: So far this isn’t a matter of having given a new ontology to my own terms. All it is is expressing a true sentence systematically where I did …

Dr: Donald, how does this differ from … because what Van is describing is exactly what he would do for a foreign language.

Da: No. It’s different. It’s not as though I had described my own word “rabbit” as referring to undetached rabbit part. At no point have I said that. If I did I would just be saying I’m going to speak a new language.

Q: So what you have to do is not think in terms of assigning and not think in terms of interpreting but just think in the terms that I’ve used in describing these quandaries, and then the whole thing is something that we can agree on but something that can’t be described under a heading of two or three words that we can agree on. I don’t know what words to use except “assigning” and “interpreting”, which are the ones I use. You don’t see what sense could be given to reinterpreting or to reassigning objects to your own terms. Well if you don’t think of any sense that could be given to that, that frees these terms, and we can give them what sense we like. And I told you what sense I give them.

Da: No, in whatever sense they can have a sense, they’ve already got it. I think now I can answer [the] question that Burt or Van raised a minute ago, “what’s the difference between what I can do for somebody else and what I can do for myself?” The answer is, I can describe these different ways of interpreting the other person, and I can’t, as everybody now agrees, describe it for myself. That’s the difference.

Dr: Except in Van’s recursive way.

Da: I take that as describing how somebody else would do it. Well, let’s leave that out. The big point is that I can actually describe the situation to somebody else in a way that I cannot describe it to myself.

Dr: In other words, you can sum up Van’s recursive way in a few words the way Van didn’t.

Da: No, like what I said about the business of specifying these two different theories for somebody else, I cannot do this for myself. I can specify it. So we don’t need to use these words, “interpret” and so forth. As Van said, there’s this story. I said, I understand the story and I see what there is to it, but I’m not willing to describe [it] in a certain way. Let’s forget that and just say “What’s the difference?” Here is the difference. We’ve got it plain before us. I can actually specify two different theories which are equally good for somebody else which assign quite different ontologies to his words. I can’t do that for myself. Not being able to do it is not some mysterious thing I can’t do. It’s something just in the nature of the case we’ve got if I’m dealing with the same language. There are not two languages but one. That just prevents me from doing certain things that you can do when you’ve got two. I think this is closely related to the point that if I give a theory for somebody else’s language, that’s true relative to the language. And I must say that explicitly. There’s no point in my saying so and so and so and so, and that’s in my language, because if it isn’t then those words in my language have a different meaning or might. So, although in practice it might, in theory it never helps to say, “oh, well I’m speaking this language and not that one” because that’s as open to interpretation as everything else you say.

Q: Well I think I can agree with every bit of that if I can interpret your words in such a way that they don’t conflict with all these things that I was describing about these correlations of words in our language with phrases in our language. It must be that the rest of is verbal, although I’m a little mystified why there should be this verbal puzzle.

Da: Well, something seems to hinge on it. Here’s one thing that I think does hinge on it, and that is the attitude towards ontology. You think that this shows that in some sense or other objects themselves are nothing but ways of organizing experience, essentially something like posits as you call them. Whereas I’m not denying that, but I don’t understand it. I think this is the thing that’s sort of underlying the difference in how we wanted to talk about the situation.

Q: This carries over to the point that Burt touched on earlier, namely the difference between ontology and epistemology. I consider myself a naive realist when it comes to what there is. But this is a question rather of talking about what evidence.112

Dr: You don’t consider yourself a naive realist in the technical sense. You consider yourself a realist. I mean you do not believe that everything, errors and all the rest, you perceive.

Q: I think everything is, with not a single exception.

Dr: That’s true. But that is not a naive realist.113

Da: OK, here’s the point. You think in some sense or other ontology is immanent. Whereas I don’t. And it’s not because I think it’s false; it’s that I think the issue is unintelligible.

Q: You think it’s less immanent than truth?

Da: Yes.

Q: I’d have thought you’d put it the other way around.

Da: If you mean which objects ought to be mapped onto which predicates that’s something that has no answer. We agree about that. But the question whether objects are just a way of organizing experience or something like that, that’s a position which I literally do not understand. I think that’s part of the reason I’m wanting to put all this in a different way and say there’s a certain issue that I think you simply can’t raise …

Dr: That’s why I didn’t want you to get Van to think that he was agreeing with you.

Da: That’s what I think is behind the rhetoric. It’s the main thing that I have on my mind.

Dr: Look Donald, read now the very last paragraph of Van’s “Things and Their Place in Theories” … What he’s trying to preserve is what you want because when he says “in the same sense that I say there’s no fact of [the] matter of our interpreting any man’s ontology in one way of the approximate [?] Any man that is except ourselves”.114 Now that’s what you like, but then he’s going on to “We can switch our own ontology too without doing violence to any evidence, but in so doing we switch from our elementary particles to some manner of proxies and thus reinterpret our standard of what counts as a fact of the matter. Factuality like gravitation, electric charge is internal to our theory of nature”.115 Now what you felt made no sense, namely we couldn’t express ourselves a shift in ontology, Van tends to agree with. But he turns that into a positive way. He’s trying to say that therefore the very notion of factuality is also immanent. At that point you pull back. You want to say it’s just unintelligible. And he goes on to push it.

Da: Right, that’s true.

Dr: And that’s where the difference has been running in a lot of your differences.

Da: Right, I just want to be clear about one thing. It’s not so much that Van is maintaining a radical thesis which I’m denying, but rather that he’s maintaining what looks like a radical thesis that I say is unintelligible.

Dr: I understand. You think that that’s why where you both agreed about truth … you think that this notion of immanence, as Van is using it, is unintelligible. That I spotted in your early work too. And it was implicit; now it’s much more explicit. So that’s what’s been behind this. I knew you were not going to hold any special access view or anything like that, but you want to say certain things make no sense that Van is still giving sense to.

Q: Now, this “immanence”, I don’t know, maybe that word is doing more harm that good. But here’s my attitude in that way regarding objects. It’s a matter of the theory of evidence, a matter of epistemology, that the reification of objects serves to help connect observations with theory by the structure that they introduce and that we can keep the same connections while changing the objects under proxy functions. These changes can be made without violation of the evidence. And it’s not a theory to the effect that it’s not a matter of nature and the reality of the world, what objects exist and what don’t. That is a question of science, and it’s not a question of methodology. And this discrepancy between the two is the same sort of discrepency that we see again when we see that theories can be epistemologically equivalent, empirically equivalent, have the same evidence and can be very unlike. And that isn’t to say that scientific truth isn’t the truth pending further discoveries or that what science says exists.

Da: What science says is right. If that’s the test I agree with that, so that’s not any source of difference. But I think there’s a difference in epistemology which rubs off on the theory of meaning which we haven’t discussed at all. And that I think is what is behind a lot of what we’re talking about.

Q: Yes, that’s very mysterious to me. We must get into that.

Da: Right, well, I don’t think it will be completely mysterious to you if I can show that there are just two theories in your work which can’t both be right. This topic is related because Van, I think you’re inclined to say you’re a realist but you’re an immanent realist.

Dr: He never says that. He says factuality is an immanent notion. That’s different. That’s from his theory of evidence, his theory of epistemology. It is quite connected. This whole talk about proxy functions in the theory of evidence, this whole talk about shifting ontologies is there. You can’t shift an ontology when you’re doing physics. You simply find new facts.

Q: I’m not sure about factuality being in the theory of evidence. I thought I said just the opposite, that factuality itself would change if we get different notions of …

Dr: Oh, you mean like gravity and planet, is internal to it. What I mean here is what you mean by internal to a theory of nature we’re going to get an idea of from how you think of as part of your theory of theories.116

Q: That quality is immanent but is epistemological. But here I’ve described factuality someplaces as a question of the distribution of elementary microphysical states, and what kind of microphysical states are available for distribution. Maybe physicists will change their minds about that after a while and insofar that definition, at least of factuality, will change too. In that respect factuality is not epistemological.

Da: Yes, OK, let me try a different way. You’re a realist, there really are these things that science talks about and so forth. But that’s talking within our present language and understanding. After all we could just suppose they’re completely different objects, and it would all come out the same.

Q: Yes, an epistemological observation.

Da: An epistemological observation, but it seems like an observation about what there is too.

Q: It’s an observation about the evidence for what there is.

Da: But isn’t it also something about what there is?

Q: I don’t think so, except in the sense that what observation about the evidence … well something may be said to be at one remove an observation about the thing itself. But no, I don’t see that it is an observation about mate­rials. And this is a way in which truth transcends observation, truth transcends evidence.

Da: Right, sure. I guess I just have to dig out the kind of passage I’m thinking about. “Everything to which we concede existence is a posit from the standpoint of the description of a theory-building process and simultaneously real from the standpoint of the theory that is being built”.117

Q: And that’s the integration[?]118 in later writings of epistemology on the one hand and science in the other. Or epistemology on the one hand, ontology on the other.

Da: But since there are alternative theories …

Dr: But you’re always in one.

Da: Well that’s the concept I don’t understand.

Q: Yes I recognize that passage, that’s way back in 1954.119

Da: Well, here’s one from a little later, “When we compare theories, doctrines, points of view and cultures on the score of what sorts of objects there are said to be, we’re comparing them in respect which itself makes sense only provincially”.120

Q: That’s all right. Making sense, that’s another epistemological concept isn’t it? Semantical, not ontological. I think I’ve got the same division pretty much. Standpoint’s a rather weak word, but I was getting at the same thing there I think, namely on the one hand methodology, on the other hand facts of the matter.

Da: OK, since these quotations have always bothered me let me try another one though it’s not quite the same sense. “Where it makes sense to apply the word ‘true’ is to a sentence couched in the terms of a given theory and seen from within the theory complete with its posited reality.”121

Dr: Right because Q has to have an object, as you know Q has to deal with things in the [theory].122

Da: I’m sorry, but read literally this means what you can apply it to, let’s say somebody else’s sentence …

Dr: You have to after you have the analytical hypotheses in Van’s sense of interpretation, he says that throughout Word and Object. Is that where that came from?

Da: Yes, page 24. Well, let me ask Van. Does that mean it doesn’t make sense to apply “truth” to somebody else’s sentence?

Q: Well I certainly wouldn’t want to say it didn’t.

Da: It’s true that it says that it makes sense in these cases. It doesn’t say it doesn’t make sense in other cases, but it certainly sounds as though it meant that.

Q: I’d still say what I said in that passage. Of course I’d want to allow for a foreign sentence to be translated into my language, but it’s only relative to such translation that I would judge it as being true or false.

Dr: See at the end of chapter one … That’s because truth is a semantical notion. That’s what it says.

Da: I’m sorry but that isn’t what it says. It really isn’t. Any ordinary interpretation of this sentence implies to me that it doesn’t make sense to apply the predicate “true” to somebody else’s sentence.

Q: That interpretation is correct.

Dr: The previous context precludes that.

Da: It isn’t just that you have to be operating within some theory in order to apply them. Everybody would agree to that. It says that you can’t apply the word “true” to a sentence unless that sentence is [part of] a theory that you’re using to apply the word. That’s what it says.

Q: “Where it makes sense to apply ‘true’ to it is to a sentence couched in the terms of a given theory seen from within the theory, complete with its posited reality …” I don’t get it at all.

Da: If I apply the word “true” to you, then I’m certainly not couching it necessarily in the terms of your theory, and I’m not seeing it from within your theory. I’m seeing it from within my theory complete with my posited reality. This denies that.

Q: No, does it? Look, where it makes sense to apply “true” is to a sentence possibly, a French sentence of “Oui, en masse”123 couched in the terms of a given theory, namely mine (of course to couch it I’ve got to translate it), and see from within the theory, namely mine complete with its posited reality. So I look at it from that point of view, and I finally decide no [the] “Oui, en masse” sentence is not true.

Da: I see. OK, I’ve always misunderstood that sentence.

Dr: I keep working using that as the basis of my reading. That’s why truth is immanent.

Da: Well, relative to language, yes.

F: That passage doesn’t seem to be problematic anymore when it’s read in that way.

Da: No, absolutely. Let me come back to an earlier one which is so old that you may not quite want to say … “Everything to which we concede existence is a posit from the standpoint of a description of the theory fully processed and”, this is the point, “real from the standpoint of the theory that’s being built”. Now maybe I don’t understand that either, but what that sounds to me as if being real depends upon a standpoint.

Q: Yes, I wouldn’t want it to. And I’m sure that wasn’t my intent.

Dr: But it’s real within the theory. What physics talks about is real. Otherwise they wouldn’t talk about it.

Da: Hang on. If we say something is real from the standpoint of a theory, that makes it sound as if reality is relative to something.

Dr: But he says again and again we’re always within a theory and within that theory you have truth and falsity. That’s what we just cleared up.

Q: I wouldn’t have wanted to say real from the standpoint only of the theory because I would want it to be real also from the standpoint of other theories, of all true theories.

Da: Oh, well then of course I wouldn’t disagree.

Q: But I’m contrasting theory with method. The point I was trying to bring out there and have tried to bring out in other places too, perhaps more successfully is that as I put in another passage, to call a thing a posit is not to patronize it.124 So it’s a posit from the point of view of the theory of evidence but none the less real for all that. That’s the idea.

Da: Aha. But it’s reality is not relative to the theory.

Q: Yes, right, good. Reality is not relative to the theory, and that’s where these things get so difficult and don’t get to expound because on the other hand it’s only within a theory, as we keep reminding ourselves, that we can speak of truth at all. And that’s exactly where Rorty and everybody will come in and say, “well so here’s relativism”.125 Well, maybe in some sense here is relativism but relativism not beyond what your theory of truth requires.126

Da: Right, that’s relativism that we all recognize at once.

Q: It’s the relativism that we’re stuck with as soon as we abjure the dodge of the old propositionalists who are just positing a fictitious reality in order to make something seem absolute instead of relative.

Dr: OK, now this is very subtle. What Van is emphasizing all the time, what everything flows from, is that you’re always talking from within some theory. So there’s no other position you can’t be outside. There is no Archimedean point. Now when we’re talking from within one theory and the theory we have is the best we have, we say, “such and such is the case” and “such and such isn’t the case”, right? And so the notion of something being real can only mean that to say “this is a real table” is to say that in the theory in which we are now agreeing we’re talking about this table.127

Da: I think to say that is to say too much.128

Q: Yes.

Dr: You may be right because I put it in a way so that you don’t want even to have to say it. If you have to expound, you have to say something like that. What you actually then do is run back and say, now in my theory of theories, in what we call the method as opposed to physics, and I want to look at evidence, I want to look at how I can talk about tables or anything else, that’s when you begin to talk about the table being a posit. And that’s what’s been going on in Van from at least 1953.129

Da: Yes, and in fact I’ve taken exception to this in print more than once.

Dr: Right and that’s where you really differ.

Da: I know that. We have discussed it in both public and private.130

Q: Yes, and each time it seems as though you’re subscribing to a coherence theory of truth to the exclusion of empirical evidence.

Da: Yes, I know you think that. Well, there’s on the one hand the question exactly what your theory is since I think you’ve got two theories that contradict each other about evidence and the relations between meaning, truth and evidence. You’ve got two theories about that which conflict with each other. One of them is my theory, and I think if you follow it up you come out in a rather different way. As I say, it’s also one of your theories. Or so I think.

I wonder if I could say something about something we were talking about that sort of got passed over. When Burt was giving his exposition of the notion of what really is, he said, “from within our theory”. Now either those words “from within our theory” don’t add anything in which case they’re very misleading, or they add something very important.

Dr: That’s really what we were talking about all afternoon. Really what you’re trying to say whenever I say “I’m speaking English” … I’m not adding anything when I say “this is white paper and of course I’m speaking English”.

Da: Yes, and I really want to make something big out of it.

Dr: I know you do. I’ve studied a great deal of your work and of course Van. And Van has always felt and rightly so that what you have done is of enormous significant interest and has always felt that it’s very connected with him. I’m not talking about when you do your ethics[?]. And I have felt that there is a significant difference, but of course there’s a connection.

Da: That’s putting it mildly.

Dr: But there’s a real difference that is very significant, and that’s what I’ve been pushing for. It is connected with the use of the word “interpretation”. And it is connected with why you keep insisting on a truth theory when Van or I will talk back and forth between truth theory and translation. And it’s coming out in what looked like a trivial point that you can pick me [up] on, but it’s absolutely what we have to face. I repeat, “This is a white paper and I’m speaking English.” And you’re saying that what I said, “speaking English”, is at best otiose and really misleading. And that’s the way of putting it when I say “This is a real table but I’m within a theory”. And you’re going to say but there can’t be a way. And Van will say that, but automatically he’s jumping up to say but when he adds that he’s changing from where you’re speaking. You’re going to theory of theories rather than the theory. And you won’t permit that move.131

Da: Right. I’m now going to put this in Van’s way, “there’s no standing outside”.

Dr: I know. But you see we agree with that and still think you can do epistemology and ontology. And you’ll say oh you’ll agree with those words but it’s very different.

Da: No, no I think it’s really just a somewhat different epistemology.

Dr: All right, but that’s going to make a big difference. That’s connected with the way you really … It’s “On the Very Idea of a Third Dogma”.132 And there’s a real difference there. It’s not just an aberration as Van thinks about you there. It’s really been a crucial thing all the time.

Da: Well, see we discussed this in Heidelberg.133 I happen to have a transcription of what took place. And there’s a long discussion between Van and me in which I was making part of this point. And after it goes on for about two hours Van says, “You mean to say so and so?”. I said “yes, that’s right”, and he said, “gosh I never thought of that”.134

Dr: Just like he did today.

Da: He didn’t actually disagree with it at that point.

F: I think one point that you often make in this connection seems to be connected with Frege’s observation about assertion, that there is something very fundamental to assertion that you can’t replace by going into some language where you say that now you are asserting or something like that.135 But there’s some kind of redundancy, there’s nothing to be added by all these extras by saying, “I’m speaking English”, and that seems to be connected to the point.

Q: That reminds me of that same occasion. It’s no good, even when the actor on the stage when he says, “this I really meant”.

F: They had an episode in Oslo which I used as an example in my class. There was a fire in the National Theatre and one of the actors came out on the stage and said that it was burning and you had to get out. And it was almost impossible for that actor to get that across.

Da: The funny thing is I’ve used that example in an essay, but I thought I was making it up. I didn’t know it ever happened.136

Q: And then there’s the reverse, in I Pagliacci. And here’s the guy really committing murder on the stage. Oh no it isn’t the reverse it’s the same thing again, all this reviling of his unfaithful wife and then the stabbing and everybody thinks this is really a very moving drama.

Dr: And he kills her.

Da: Or it’s like saying something very insulting to somebody and then saying “of course that’s a joke”.

Dr: Yes, it helps a lot.








Quine (1951).



Quine’s handwritten annotation: “The false prediction will have been implied only by a combination of sentences, and the implication would be broken by rescinding any of various of them.”



Transcript has “chairs”.



This might refer to Pap’s Semantics and Necessary Truth (1958), which investigates the relationship between the a priori, necessity, and analyticity.



The transcript only marks this passage with a “D”, but the flow of the conversation suggests that Davidson is speaking.



The context suggests that this should be “determinacy”.



Quine (1963). Carnap replies on pages 915–22 of Carnap (1963).



Presumably Putnam (1962).



Transcript has “Susan”.



As Dreben will point out Carnap actually came to accept Quine’s criterion of ontological commitment, see Carnap (1956b, 43; 1956a, 249 n 4).



Dreben is alluding to Carnap’s Principle of Tolerance and the accompanying distinction between (a) adopting a language and (b) assessing claims within an adopted language (Carnap 1937b, xv, 51). In “Empiricism, Semantics, and Ontology” this is spelled out as the distinction between internal and external questions (Carnap 1956a).



In a response to Sellars (1963), Carnap stresses that he does not believe in causal relations to abstract entities, which he takes to be characteristic of Platonism (Carnap 1963, 924).



Carnap (1956b).



See Russell (1940, 12), Ayer (1946, 88), and, for instance, Quine (1960, 201; 1969e).



“We do not believe in abstract entities” (Goodman and Quine 1947, 105).



He for instance distances himself from the nominalism of “Steps towards a Constructive Nominalism” in Quine (1953a, 173–74; 1960, 243 n 5).



Quine (1947) is the second one.



Quine (1936).



The context suggests that the “not” shouldn’t be in this question.



Raphael Demos was a professor at Harvard from 1919 to 1962 who worked on ancient philosophy, especially Plato. He held that we have a power of reason that “apprehends principles and laws, natural and moral”, and that, unlike sense, can “apprehend necessity” (Demos 1947, 203, 212).



See note 12.



Transcript has “daughter”.



See Quine (1986b, 19–20).



Together with C. K. Ogden, I. A. Richard was one of the authors of the influential book The Meaning of Meaning (1923). Based on the views put forward there, Ogden developed Basic English, a simplified version of English also propagated by Richards (1943). One of its design principles is to have a relatively small stock of basic words (around 850), and to express more complex notions by paraphrasing them in terms of the basic words.



Transcript has “logical syntax and language”.



Carnap distinguishes between the L- and the P-rules of a constructed language (Carnap 1937b, 180). The L-rules are logico-mathematical rules that govern how to use the expressions of the language. P-rules, on the other hand, can contain descriptive vocabulary and may for instance be used to state laws of nature. Unlike L-rules they are optional. The context suggests, however, that what Dreben has in mind is not actually the distinction between L- and P-validity (i.e., following from the L- or P-rules respectively), but rather the difference between valid sentences (which follow from either L- or P-rules) and indeterminate sentences (which are independent of the rules) within a Carnapian language (Carnap 1937b, 185).



Carnap draws this distinction very explicitly in his reply to Quine from the Schilpp volume:


… I should make a distinction between two kinds of readjustment in the case of a conflict with experience, namely, between a change in the language, and a mere change in or addition of, a truth-value ascribed to an indeterminate statement, (i.e., a statement whose truth value it not fixed by the rules of language, say by the postulates of logic, mathematics, and physics). A change of the first kind constitutes a radical alteration, sometimes a revolution, and it occurs only at certain historically decisive points in the development of science. On the other hand, changes of the second kind occur every minute. A change of the first kind constitutes, strictly speaking, a transition from a language Ln to a new language Ln + 1. (Carnap 1963, 921)



See Carnap (1937b, 318–19) for an earlier statement of the same point.



In “Carnap and Logical Truth”, Quine had written that “every truth of elementary logic is obvious … or can be made so by some series of individually obvious steps” (Quine 1963, 388). He notes that he is using the “the vaguely psychological word ‘obvious’ non-technically, assigning it no explanatory value” (1963, 390). In his reply, Carnap writes that he presumes that Quine “does not understand the word ‘obvious’ here in the sense in which someone might say: ‘it is obvious that I have five fingers on my right hand’” (Carnap 1963, 916), even though this is what Quine had in mind.



Transcript has “conquer”.



Putnam (1975), Kripke (1980).



See for instance Quine (1986d, 93–94).



Transcript has “advent”.



In a letter to Carnap from 1938, Quine commented on the former’s new interest in intensional languages as follows: “I fear your principle of tolerance may finally lead you even to tolerate Hitler” (Creath 1990, 241). In response, Carnap wrote:


Although we usually do not like to apply intensional languages, nevertheless I think we cannot help analyzing them. What would you think of an entomologist who refuses to investigate fleas and lice because he dislikes them? (Creath 1990, 245) 





See Davidson (1968).



Transcript has “or”.



Transcript has “buddy”.



In Frege’s “Über Sinn und Bedeutung”, a key motivation for distinguishing between sense and reference is to explain the relation between “p” and “S believes that p” (Frege 1892).



Tarski (1936, 1943).



Transcript has “top”.



Transcript has “inspections”.



Geach discusses the logic and semantics of “more” and (mostly) “most” in his Reference and Generality (Geach 1980, 40–43, 74–79, 106–09, 116–22, 128–29, 150–51, 198–200, 207–11).



Transcript has “meta-series”.



In §4 and §5 of (1936), Tarski extends his definition of truth to higher-order languages.



Branching quantifiers were introduced by Henkin (1961), and Quine himself provides a lucid exposition:


Suppose we want to say that for each x there is a y, and for each z there is a w, such that Fxyzw. We want the choice of y to depend only on x, and the choice of w to depend only on z. But if we write: (1)
∀x ∃y ∀z ∃w Fxyzw
 

we represent the choice of w as depending on x too; and if instead we write: (2)
∀z ∃w ∀x ∃y Fxyzw
 

then we represent the choice of y as depending on z too. As a way of avoiding these unwanted dependences, the branching notation: 

(3)
	∀x ∃y
	∀z ∃w

 Fxyzw



suggests itself. It can be shown that (1) and (2) are not logically equivalent; and now (3) is a third thing, equivalent to neither. (Quine 1986b, 89–90) 





Henkin (1961) and Craig (1957). Quine discusses these results in (1969b, 108–13; 1986b, 89–91).



Davidson (1979a).



It is not clear what Dreben has in mind here. Relatively detailed discussions of logical form can be found in Russell’s Our Knowledge of the External World and the posthumously published Theory of Knowledge, but in both cases logical and metaphysical considerations are intertwined (Russell 1914, 52–53; 1984, 98–99). Relatedly, Peter Hylton (2005) has argued that philosophical analysis cannot be metaphysically neutral.



Transcript has “One’s”.



Transcript has “doing”.



Transcript has “diffuse”.



Transcript has “???”. The point here is that while “It is necessary that p” entails p, “S said that p” does not entail p.



See Quine (1986e, 429) for more on the idea that some beliefs are mere lip service.



This might be “getting into the weeds”. Dreben is alluding to the one place where Frege explicitly discusses modality, namely §4 of the Begriffsschrift:


The apodictic judgment differs from the assertory in that it suggests the existence of universal judgments from which the proposition can be inferred, while in the case of the assertory one such a suggestion is lacking. By saying that a proposition is necessary I give a hint about the grounds for my judgment. But, since this does not affect the conceptual content of the judgment, the form of the apodictic judgment has no significance for us. If a proposition is advanced as possible, either the speaker is suspending judgment by suggesting that he knows no laws from which the negation of the proposition would follow or he says that the generalization of this negation is false. (Frege 1879, 4–5; translation from van Heijenoort 1967, 13)





In his “Three Grades of Modal Involvement”, Quine (1966b) distinguishes between the predicate ‘is necessary’ that, like ‘is true’, is applied to names of sentences, and the operator ‘it is necessary that’, which, like negation, is attached to a sentence to form another sentence. Contrast

“2 + 2 = 4” is necessary

with

It is necessary that 2 + 2 = 4.

In Meaning and Necessity, Carnap wants to explain the modal operator in terms of the predicate, which Quine is alluding to here:


For any sentence ‘…’, ‘N(…)’ is true if and only if ‘…’ is L-true. (Carnap 1956b, 174)



The discussion of schema and quotation in Quine (1966b, 165) explains why Quine describes Carnap’s approach as “somewhat erroneous”.



Transcript has “fate”.



Davidson (1973a), Quine (1977).



Concerning McDowell, Quine writes “For a theory of meaning thus conceived, verifiability would seem to be a more central concept than truth” (Quine 1977, 227), but doesn’t voice any clear agreement.



I have been unable to find this exact quote, but the introduction to Putnam’s collection Realism and Reason contains remarks in the same spirit:


… the view finds its home in a larger view according to which the understanding of our language is through the internalization of assertibility conditions, and not through the learning of truth conditions in the realist sense. (Putnam 1983, xv)



Dummett’s many papers on the philosophy of language are collected in Dummett (1993).



This is about Føllesdal (1986a) or (1986b), which both end with the same section on ontological relativity and rigid designation.



The manoeuvre Quine attributes to Davidson is as follows: If we have two empirically equivalent but incompatible theories of the world, then their incompatibility must hinge on some sentence S containing theoretical vocabulary. It is thus easy to make the theories compatible by re-labelling the theoretical terms of the one theory, for instance by attaching subscripts (Quine 1981a, 29–30). Davidson had suggested this in a referee report for Erkenntnis on Quine’s “On Empirically Equivalent Systems of the World”, the published version of which ends by saying that the “use of distinctive signs leaves us with two irreducible and unconflicting theories” (Quine 1975b, 328). In a letter to Quine from 17 July 1981, Davidson reminded Quine of his report, which led Quine to add a sentence acknowledging indebtedness to Davidson into Quine (1981d, 228).



This does not quite fit the texts. In “Things and Their Place in Theories”—the first essay of Theories and Things—Quine writes:


It it is a confusion to suppose that we can stand aloof and recognize all the alternative ontologies as true in their several ways, all the envisaged worlds as real. It is a confusion of truth with evidential support. (Quine 1981g, 21–22)



This supports the sectarian position according to which we should only regard our own theory of the world as true, and competing empirically equivalent alternatives as false. In “Empirical Content”—the second essay of the book—Quine however endorses the ecumenical position that the empirically equivalent alternatives are true as well:


Suppose, however, two empirically equivalent theory formulations that we see no way of reconciling by such a reinterpretation of terms. We probably would not know that they are empirically equivalent, for the usual way of finding them so would be by hitting upon such a reinterpretation. Still, let us suppose that the two formulations are in fact empirically equivalent even though not known to be; and let us suppose further that all of the implied observation categoricals are in fact true, although, again, not known to be. Nothing more, surely, can be required for the truth of either theory formulation. Are they both true? I say yes. (Quine 1981a, 29)



In a letter to Quine from 15 November 1984, however, Roger Gibson pointed out that these two passages are in tension. In his reply from December 6th, Quine describes this finding as a “shock” and writes that he has asked the publisher to amend the passage from “Things and Their Place in Theories” as follows:


It it is a confusion to suppose that the multiplicity of alternative ontologies impugns the reality of the objects that we envisage for our system of the world. It is a confusion of truth with evidential support. (My emphasis.)



In a letter from 17 February 1985, however, Quine writes of his decision to cancel the emendation and let the contradiction stand, commenting that “these are turbulent times” (see also Gibson 1986; Quine 1998). Eventually a change to Theories and Things was made after all. In later editions the troublesome passage from “Empirical Content” reads as follows:


Suppose, however, two empirically equivalent theory formulations that we see no way of reconciling by such a reinterpretation of terms. We probably would not know that they are empirically equivalent, for the usual way of finding them so would be by hitting upon such a reinterpretation. Still, we might succeed somehow in persuading ourselves of the empirical equivalence of the two formulations despite finding no way of intertranslation. Then we should indeed recognize the two as equally well warranted. We might even oscillate between them, for the sake of a richer perspective on nature. But we should still limit the ascription of truth to whichever theory formulation we are entertaining at the time, for there is no wider frame of reference. (Later version of Quine 1981a, 29)



It is not clear when exactly this change was made as the printing is not dated (Hylton 2007, 386 n 9). For further discussion and analysis see Smith (2022, esp. 673).



In a letter to Gibson from 14 December 1984, Quine describes a discussion with Føllesdal in which the latter had argued that the ecumenical stance of calling both theories true “blurs the factual status of science and blurs the contrast between under-determination and indeterminacy”. Gibson expresses his misgivings in the contribution to Quine’s Schilpp volume:


… it makes no sense to say [the theories] are equally true, because we are not speaking from within the same theory of objects (i.e., ontology). The trouble isn’t with ‘equally’, it is with ‘true’. Such an extra-theoretical, or transcendental, usage is without meaning, for truth is an immanent notion—à la Tarski. In order for such a transcendental usage to be meaningful, there would have to be, presumably, a first philosophy, but there isn’t, according lo Quine. (Gibson 1986, 152)



He also flags the tension within Theories and Things in Gibson (1986, 153 n 2). In his reply, Quine opts for the sectarian position and provides further details about Føllesdal’s arguments against the ecumenical approach:


… the remaining case, and the sticky one, is where the alien terms of the annexed lobe are irreducible. The sentences containing them constitute a gratuitous annex to the original theory, since the whole combination is still empirically equivalent to the original. It is as if some scientifically undigested terms of metaphysics or religion, say ‘essence’ or ‘grace’ or ‘Nirvana’, were admitted into science along with all their pertinent doctrine and tolerated on the ground merely that they contravened no observations. It would be an abandonment of the scientist’s quest for economy and of the empiricist’s standard of meaningfulness. (Quine 1986h, 157) 





See Feigl (1958, 428).



Quine had given his paper “The Sensory Support of Science” (Quine 2008c) at Washington University in St. Louis in April 1986 (Gibson 1987, 76 n 24).



In fact Quine says this about ontology:


Ontology is indeed doubly relative. Specifying the universe of a theory makes sense only relative to some background theory, and only relative to some choice of a manual of translation of the one theory into the other. (Quine 1969c, 54–55) 





The problem is: Which criterion of meaningfulness allows one to accommodate highly theoretical scientific concepts such as “electron” or “quark” but nevertheless excludes metaphysical notions such as “the Absolute”? Carnap’s requirements for the link between meaningfulness and verifiability became more liberal over time, see Carnap (1936, 1937a, 1956c). See especially pp. 39–40 of the last paper and also notes 301 and 302.



Quine (1985a). The Davidson Conference took place in April 1984 at Rutgers University.



This is a theme of Davidson (1977).



To think of a sentence holophrastically is to conceive of it with “no regard to internal structure beyond what may go into the logical links of implication” between it and other sentences (Quine 1981a, 30).



See the papers in Montague (1974).



See Quine (1960, 35, 53).



Quine has annotated “spaces” with a question mark.



Quine has annotated “are” with a question mark.



In “Radical Interpretation”, Davidson emphasises the difference between his project and Quine’s radical translation in several footnotes: Davidson (1973b, 327 n 1, n 2, 328 n 14).



See Quine (1981g, 20).



Quine has annotated “intercourse” with a question mark.



Quine has annotated “keeping” with a question mark.



Quine has annotated “English” with a question mark.



In an annotation Quine suggests “but” instead of “that”, possibly to express uncertainty.



By this Quine means a disquotation principle according to which, for every name n, ‘n’ refers to n:


Within the home language, reference is best seen (I now hold) as unproblematic but trivial, on a par with Tarski’s truth paradigm. Thus ‘London’ designates London (whatever that is) and ‘rabbit’ denotes the rabbits (whatever they are). (Quine 1986g, 460) 





Davidson (1979b).



Transcript has “he” but Quine crossed it out.



See Quine (1969c, 48–49).



The “frankly big difference” comes out in contrasting the following two passages from “Ontological Relativity” and “Things and Their Place in Theory”:


This was the inscrutability of reference, applied to ourselves; and it made nonsense of reference. Fair enough; reference is nonsense except relative to a coordinate system. In this principle of relativity lies the resolution of our quandary … When we ask, “Does ‘rabbit’ really refer to rabbits?” someone can counter with the question: “Refer to rabbits in what sense of ‘rabbits’?” … The background language gives the query sense, if only relative sense; sense relative in turn to it, this background language. (Quine 1969c, 48–49)




The point is not that we ourselves are casting about in vain for a mooring. Staying aboard our own language and not rocking the boat, we are borne smoothly along on it and all is well; ‘rabbit’ denotes rabbits, and there is no sense in asking ‘Rabbits in what sense of “rabbit”?’ Reference goes inscrutable if, rocking the boat, we contemplate a permutational mapping of our language on itself, or if we undertake translation. (Quine 1981g, 20) 





See note 80.



Davidson (1979b). Quine’s annotation: “When? & where & when mine?”



Transcript has “behavior of manifestations”, Quine suggests the change in word order in an annotation.



Quine’s “Ontological Relativity” was first presented in the form of two lectures at Columbia University in March 1968, which constituted the first John Dewey Lectures (Quine 1969d, v).



Quine has annotated this whole paragraph with a big question mark.



Presumably this is the part of “Ontological Relativity” Davidson has in mind:


We seem to be maneuvering ourselves into the absurd position that there is no difference on any terms, interlinguistic or intralinguistic, objective or subjective, between referring to rabbits and referring to rabbit parts or stages; or between referring to formulas and referring to their Gödel numbers. Surely this is absurd, for it would imply that there is no difference between the rabbit and each of its parts or stages, and no difference between a formula and its Gödel number. Reference would seem now to become nonsense not just in radical translation, but at home.

Toward resolving this quandary, begin by picturing us at home in our language, with all its predicates and auxiliary devices. This vocabulary includes ‘rabbit’, ‘rabbit part’, ‘rabbit stage’, ‘formula’, ‘number’, ‘ox’, ‘cattle’; also the two-place predicates of identity and difference, and other logical particles. In these terms we can say in so many words that this is a formula and that a number, this a rabbit and that a rabbit part, this and that the same rabbit, and this and that different part. In just those words. (Quine 1969c, 47–48) 





Transcript has “for”.



Quine’s annotation: “That’s not the point. Two neighbouring events are simultaneous for everybody if for anybody.”



Quine (1969c, 48–49).



Quine’s annotation “Good, I did catch it”.



Quine mentions two years in his annotations: 1966 and 1968. “Ontological Relativity” does not actually mention the immanence of truth, unlike the later “Things and Their Place in Theories”:


Truth is immanent, and there is no higher. We must speak from within a theory, albeit any of various. (Quine 1981g, 21–22) 





The first edition of Philosophy of Logic appeared in 1970. Immanence and transcendence are defined as grammatical notions (Quine 1986b, 19–20), see Dreben (1994, 445–46) for discussion.



The first paragraph was quoted in note 90, the troubling one is:


This network of terms and predicates and auxiliary devices is, in relativity jargon, our frame of reference, or coordinate system. Relative to it we can and do talk meaningfully and distinctively of rabbits and parts, numbers and formulas. Next, as in recent paragraphs, we contemplate alternative denotations for our familiar terms. We begin to appreciate that a grand and ingenious permutation of these denotations, along with compensatory adjustments in the in­terpretations of the auxiliary particles, might still accommo­date all existing speech dispositions. This was the inscrutability of reference, applied to ourselves; and it made nonsense of reference. Fair enough; reference is nonsense except relative to a coordinate system. In this principle of relativity lies the resolution of our quandary. (Quine 1969c, 48)



See also note 84.



This is in reference to Field (1973) and Friedman (1975).



Quine (1969c, 67–68) with some omissions.



Here the transcription is quite bad, the passage Davidson read out goes as follows:


In their elusiveness, at any rate—in their emptiness now and again except relative to a broader background—both truth and ontology may in a suddenly rather clear and even tolerant sense be said to belong to transcendental metaphys­ics. (Quine 1969c, 68) 





Quine’s annotation: “Right”.



Transcript has “in a critical acceptance”, but in “Ontological Relativity” Quine invokes the “uncritical acceptance” of a predicate (Quine 1969c, 53).



Quine (1969c, 53).



Quine’s reply is is on pp. 242–43 of Quine (1981d). He writes:


As Davidson observes, my analogy with position in space was poor. Position is relative, but relative position is absolute; that is, there is a fact of the matter of an object’s position relative to other objects or relative to a coordinate system. Not so in translating terms into terms; there is free choice within the indeterminacy of translation. (Quine 1981d, 243)





In this vein John Searle argued that Quine is unable to assert that “rabbit” refers to rabbits in his home language without giving up on the indeterminacy of reference altogether (Searle 1987, sec. 3). See Ebbs (2011) for a recent defence of Quine against this charge.



Davidson (1984b).



Quine’s annotation: “Failure to cleave to analogy of simultaneity, which is good”.



Quine (1981g, 20).



Transcript has “of involved”.



Quine has annotated this line with a question mark.



Quine has marked this word.




Epistemology, for me, or what comes nearest to it, is the study of how we animals can have contrived that very science, given just that sketchy neural input. It is this study that reveals that displacements of our ontology through proxy functions would have measured up to that neural input no less faithfully. To recognize this is not to repudiate the ontology in terms of which the recognition took place. (Quine 1981g, 21) 





In the philosophy of perception H. H. Price had introduced the label naive realism for the view that, roughly, perception is a relation between subjects and sense data which are parts of the surfaces of material objects (Price 1932, 26). Dreben seems to have in mind something much broader, however, such as the view that everything we perceive is real.



The passage is:


It is in the same sense that I say there is no fact of the matter of our interpreting any man’s ontology in one way or, via proxy functions, in another. Any man’s, that is to say, except ourselves. (Quine 1981g, 23) 





Quine (1981g, 23).



Quine has annotated this paragraph with a question mark.



Quine (1960, 22).



Quine has marked “integration” with an X.



The quote is actually from Word and Object, but presumably Quine is here thinking of “Posits and Reality” which covers a similar theme. The latter paper was written around 1955 and intended for the beginning of Word and Object (Quine 1966a, 233). See also note 129.



From “Speaking of Objects” (Quine 1957a, 8).



Quine (1960, 24).



Transcript has “sensory”.



It is unclear whether this example sentence was transcribed correctly. “Oui, en masse” can be translated as “Yes, in a large group”. It therefore only makes sense to utter this sentence in the right context, for instance as a response to the question “Did members of the legislature protest the proposal?”. Many thanks to Gary Ebbs, Juliet Floyd, and Frederique Janssen-Lauret for linguistic advice.



In Word and Object this remark exactly precedes the quote under discussion (Quine 1960, 22).



In Philosophy and the Mirror of Nature, Rorty for instance includes Quine in a list of relativists (Rorty 1979, 317).



Quine has annotated this paragraph with an X.



Quine’s annotation: “n”.



Quine’s annotation: “Yes”.



Quine started to work on what became Word and Object in 1953 (Quine 1985b, 241). The earliest publication that forms part of this project is “The Scope and Language of Science”, which was originally presented in 1954 (Quine 1957b, 1). This paper is also another candidate for the reference to 1954 addressed in note 119.



See Davidson (1973a) and Quine (1981c).



Quine’s annotation: “!X?”



Quine (1981c).



In 1981, Dieter Henrich had organised an informal discussion between Quine, Davidson, Hilary Putnam and Richard Rorty at the University of Heidelberg. The four had previously attended a colloquium at the 1981 Stuttgart Hegel Congress, where Davidson presented his “A Coherence Theory of Truth and Knowledge”. See Davidson (2001, x-xi) and Quine (1985b, 453–54).



A transcript of this exchange has been preserved in the Donald Davidson Papers at the University of California, Berkeley: “Carton 10, Folder 7: Heidelberg Seminar: Exchange w/ Quine and Putnam 1981” (https://oac.cdlib.org/findaid/ark:/13030/kt9n39r8bg/entire_text/).



See Frege (1892, 34; 1918, 63).



Davidson (1984a, 7).






    
    
    Second Day: Wednesday, 16 July 1986 | Journal for the History of Analytical Philosophy
    
  




2 Second Day: Wednesday, 16 July 1986


Quine’s annotation: “Enter proxy function ‘nephew of’.”

Q: To refer to the nephew of Maximillian you put “Maximillian”.

Da: Right.

Q: Everything will be true. Sentences as wholes will continue to say the same thing.

Da: No, I guess I don’t get that. Since we’ve fixed on these objects …

Q: But you see we’re doing more than changing the names, substituting names of the sentences. We’re modifying the predicates themselves, in fact, in the way that you suggested about that yellow thing, so that everything cancels out.

Da: Right, but that meant carefully matching the changes made in some predi­cates with the changes made in others. It was like moving everything over three feet to the left. And we did this with the extensions of all predicates to keep things in line with each other.

Q: Yes, but I don’t see that that’s extension.1

Da: Now, that’s where I guess I don’t see.

Q: Because each predicate that is affected at all would apply in [?] these objects gets changed around so that instead of saying F(x) it says … It’s hard to phrase, but …

Da: Yes, we don’t have any primitive singular terms.

Q: F of the uncle of x where x has been replaced by nephew of x.

Da: No proper names in this.

Q: Well, no, you can think of proper names, though it isn’t necessary to, as general terms.

Da: Yes, then it’s going to work. Yes, I’ve always thought of having some real proper names, and in that case you’ve got to separately make sure you do them right …

Dr: There are a few little terminological points that I want to clear up. Donald, you use “interpretation” to mean a mapping of linguistic forms onto objects, is that right?

Da: Well, to include that. My idea of the basic thing that interprets somebody else’s language is not the evidence that one goes on, but the interpretation is just a theory of truth which goes by way of mapping objects onto terms.

Dr: And “translation” means mapping linguistic forms to linguistic forms?

Da: A theory of translation or a translation manual involves in the general case three languages: the metalanguage in which one states what translates what, the language from which you are translating, and the language into which you are translating. You’ve got two expressions in quotation marks which therefore both have to be relativized to languages, and then you’ve got the metalanguage itself which of course no relativization will help there. That’s translation. And in one sense it’s purely syntactical. It says nothing about the relations between words and objects. I’m counting theory of truth as one that gets the general truth [?] for all those sentences of language is only one language you’re talking about, but of course that second language is in the general case involved in the one in which you’re stating the theory. That has to be relativized to the language you’re talking about. And if you distinguish between theories in the way in which one usually does, you’re going to have different theories that are equally good because of proxy functions.

Dr: What is an interpretation of a language?

Da: An interpretation is simply a matter of mapping, let’s say, all the predicates onto objects. A good one is one that does this in such a way that you can see how to construct a theory of truth. In constructing a theory of truth you’ve given an interpretation. I’ve just come to talk that way.

Q: Just a matter of relativism to one, two, three languages. It seems to me that for semantic purposes, for our purposes, translation and theory of truth are alike in this respect because the case, we’re not interested just in the notion of translation for its own sake, where you could have a manual in English that was translating German into French. All that matters is that the language that the manual is in and the case for the language that the manual is in and the language in which you’re translating are the same. That being the case, in this respect, truth theory and translation theory are alike.

Da: Yes, because if that assumption is made explicit, you can go back and forth between them.

Q: Yes, well it’s always been explicit hasn’t it? It’s not explicit in the dictionary definition of the word “translation”, but it’s certainly explicit in everything I’ve written about it where I actually give examples. Isn’t it?

Da: Well, I think not, for two reasons. The first thing is that I don’t remember it being made explicit. The second thing is that it’s clear you could give a satisfactory translation manual which wouldn’t even give you a good hint as to how to construct a theory of truth.

Q: Yes, well that’s different, but that’s not a question of relativization to one truth.

Da: No, but it helps bring out something, though because it showed that in the general case there is a real difference between giving a translation manual and giving a theory of truth.

Q: Oh, I think so, yes. But I think that the matter of a third language as metalanguage is a red herring as far as philosophy of language is concerned in the thing I’ve done with radical translation.

Da: Well, if one keeps absolutely clearly in mind that the metalanguage is the …

Q: It surprises me that anybody had the other thing in mind, I can’t see how it would intrude into the problem.

Da: Well, let me tell you that it really historically has intruded into it [?],2 because Michael Dummett has written I should think about a hundred pages attacking my views on the grounds that there isn’t any difference between trans­lation and giving a truth definition of the kind that I’m talking about.3 And as a result simply missing … One of the things is, that leads him to say the whole thing is perfectly trivial.

Q: Good, I don’t get the connection. You’re attributing the same view to Michael that I’m urging myself, namely that there’s no question of a third language. He’s going farther. He’s saying there’s also no other difference between translation and a theory of truth, I’m not saying that.

Da: Well, it comes out in his case where the object language and the metalan­guage are essentially the same, let’s say the object language contained in the metalanguage, and there missing the difference between translation and a true semantic theory. He says well, all these T-sentences are completely trivial, so you’re not really learning anything about meaning at all. Now that’s a blunder in my opinion.

Q: I agree with you. I keep insisting that there is a difference between truth theory and translation theory and insisting also that having a third language as metalanguage is a red herring and has nothing to do with translation in the interesting sense. In the latter point I gather from what you say that Michael’s in agreement with me. On the former point I gather from what you say that he’s in disagreement with me and with you.

Da: Well, all I can say is it seems to me if you stick to a truth definition there’s nothing to be made explicit about the fact that the metalanguage and one of the languages that’s being translated into are one and the same, which is after all an empirical assumption.

Q: Well, that’s true, but that seems to be just a matter of dotting an “i” isn’t it?

Da: Not quite for reasons that I suggested yesterday. When it comes to indexical elements, which play a big role sometimes in these discussions, you get quite a different situation because what translation exactly amounts to in the case of indexicals is not all that clear. Whereas in truth theory everything is clear as can be, or relatively clear, because you don’t use any indexicals on the right hand side, that is the metalinguistic material doesn’t use indexicals. They’d rather use rules for the use of indexicals. And in the case of translation it’s just not obvious anyway …

Q: But that bears out the point on which we’re in such complete agreement, namely that translation and truth theory are not the same. No, I was talking about something else, the question of there being a third language, namely the metalanguage, which is at neither end of the translation process. I was saying that this is just a question of dotting the “i”. I can’t see any particular interest in that. What is of interest is the difference between translation and truth theory. Now take the case of the indexicals in translation. The rules and explanations, the analytic hypotheses of translation of the indexicals, would involve all these familiar matters of speaking of the speaker, speaking of the time and place, things that go into construing the indexicals. We’ve got to see those same things, whether putting it in terms of truth theory or in terms of an explanation of how you would say the same thing in our language. So in that respect I don’t see any difference.

Da: I guess I don’t follow that.

Q: The place where I do see a difference between translation and truth theory is this, that you can give a truth theory even of a language that you couldn’t translate into the metalanguage in which you’re giving the theory. Take words like “witch” or like “nirvana” or something and just suppose that that didn’t exist in our language at all. It doesn’t exist in our scientific language. But I think still in our scientific language, the science more specifically of linguistics, we could give a full account of the semantics of that heathen language. We couldn’t explain how to translate it into ours because it can’t be done. And so that’s why I think that the truth theory approach covers more ground than translation. That’s where I would disagree with Michael Dummett.

Da: Well, I think there’s a better ground on which to disagree. And that is a theory that produces all the T-sentences, even in the homophonic phase, is not a trivial theory.

Q: Oh, well, of course that’s another point. I disagree on that too. But I was speaking of disagreeing with Michael’s view according to you that there’s only a trivial distinction between truth theory and translation. I think there’s quite a vital distinction.

Dr: The point being that you can give a truth theory and not give a translation.

Q: Or where the translation viewed is impossible.

Dr: And it’s impossible because in the language in which we give a truth theory we have no way of expressing some of the words, so-called words, in the original heathen language.

Q: Describing the circumstances in which these heathens are apt to say “totem” or “taboo” or “nirvana” or whatever. And these terms are nonsense from the point of view of our scientific language in which we’re describing this. But I would still hope we can describe all their behavior. The one point there that I don’t feel confident on is whether all that whole scientific explanation of their linguistic behavior could be done in their truth theory. But I do know it could not be done in translation.

Da: Yes, but the part I didn’t get was the part about what translation does with respect to indexicals.

Q: What it would do is … I’m thinking now of a more general case which then could be perhaps focused on indexicals, namely there would be various circumstances in which the translation would take various forms. And so there would be these scenarios described in the manual. If this thing is said by the speaker for instance, and if the thing that he’s referring to is nearby, then the translation of this thing will be “I have it here”, that kind of thing.

Da: But the trouble is with “I”. It seems to me if at least you’re thinking in terms of stimulus meaning it’s hard to see …

Q: It’s impossible. But I don’t think in terms of stimulus meaning I think in terms of analytical hypotheses. Stimulus meaning only carries us not very much beyond observation sentences.

Da: Oh, you mean … good heavens … and observation sentences can’t contain words like “I”?

Q: No, strictly speaking they shouldn’t, I think this again is trivial, but strictly speaking they shouldn’t because of the social criterion of observationality. I agree observation sentences don’t carry you far at all. That’s the basis of my thesis of indeterminacy of translation.

Da: I know, but I would have thought that the word “I” would be just the kind of word that would be featured in observation sentences by ordinary standards anyway.

Q: Oh, I think so, but you have to keep in mind my definition of “observation”.4

Da: It’s just the [?] He’s introduced observation sentences to break through. He sticks with that entirely. He’s not using Carnap’s protocol sentences.5

Da: Oh, I know that.

F: That’s certainly a point worth stressing, that thing about the “I” in observation sentences, because it clearly follows from the way we find them. But it’s not mentioned anyplace, and that might be a good thing to mention, that the “I” really comes in at a later stage.

Da: It’s not obvious how either.

Q: It’s an interesting point, and no it’s not obvious how. That’s the thing about analytic hypotheses. It seems I’m scrambling up a chimney as I describe it to you.

Da: But “I” looks worse than other cases to me anyway.

F: It would be interesting to look into whether “I” is more easily handled by a truth theory than by a translation theory.

Q: I think we can go at it more directly in a truth theory. Of course by that time we’ve already done our scrambling in order to get the quantifiers.

Dr: Truth theory comes after you have the analytic hypotheses, and that’s why I want to get this out. Analytic hypotheses have to all be done before we introduce truth and that was the point about that passage yesterday in Word and Object that Donald said he couldn’t understand.6 And as I tried to say then, Word and Object begins the way it does because you can’t bring in truth until you’ve already done a lot.

Da: Maybe truth theory but certainly truth comes in, truth in the sense of prompted assent. Assent is holding true.

Dr: Assent is holding true but we’re not using the notion very much. You see you start out with dissent and assent, and you try to define observation sentences. And then you try to build your analytic hypotheses, and then you give your truth theory.

Da: I’m agreeing with that. All I’m not agreeing with is that the notion of assent doesn’t contain the notion of truth.

Q: Oh, yes, somewhere there I had to make a point of that, didn’t I, in correspondence to critics, that I’m using assent in the strictly superficial behavioral sense and not in the intentional sense of having something to do with truth.

F: You wrote that in the reply to Hintikka.7

Dr: And much more in the Wolfson lectures in Oxford from the [Guttenplan] thing where he had to say, “My critics don’t understand this …”8

Da: I remember that, but I didn’t take that to show that the notion of truth wasn’t involved.

Dr: It isn’t.

Da: Don’t just say so. I don’t see that at all. I understand the idea of finding a behavioral criterion, but a behavioral criterion of what? You’ve got to have some idea of what kind of a criterion you’re looking for, and it’s a certain kind of attitude. I’m not questioning the idea of making it scientific by counting some kind of behavior which you can spot.

Q: Yes, well I think there’s truth in both sides of this. I think it’s analogous to the case where an observation sentence contains a word which in our whole theory of the language is a term which denotes rabbits or whatever. But the function of it as an observation sentence, the function of it in the field linguists entering into the heathen language and of the infant as well, at that stage we have to view the observation sentence holophrastically. And at that stage it’s anachronistic to think of term and reference. And then I would say that the case of truth in assent is analogous to that, that we’re starting off, a field linguist in this case, he’s guessing at what to count as a term of assent. A typical partial criterion would be that in the hypothesis in his part that the native in the same situations in which he would be prepared to volunteer the sentences.

Da: Volunteer it as true, I mean we volunteer sentences in lots of cases …

Q: No, afraid not …

Da: Oh, I see, just volunteer it at all.

Q: From there on in his own thinking, the field linguist is assuming that what the man is volunteering is true. But all he has to go on is that the man is uttering. Well maybe he can go on a little bit more, something about the man’s facial expression when he says it, serious, not joking or whatever. And so those behavioral criteria might be added in order to make this thing more refined. But the way I was thinking of it in the more rough and ready way, that a hint of what constitutes assent would be that in the same circumstances where he would evolve to where he would on his own volition utter the sentence, he would also, if asked, utter this thing which we’re going to construe as assent. And so there’s that superficial behavioral thing that I had to do in another one of those passages because people were objecting, now here I’m assuming all this intentional stuff after all. Where I’m trying to cut beneath the notion of meaning I’m actually assuming it in a covert way. I said, “no this must be taken in this superficial behavioral way”. But, the fact remains, and this is what’s analogous to that matter of terms and reference within observation sentences, that what the linguist wants is what he intuitively, in his own intentional language, would regard as a tie to truth. And so that’s the sense in which I agree with both you and Burt.

Da: Yes, I don’t disagree with any of that except one part seems to me unnec­essary. I mean, the defense against going intentional and sort of begging the question about worming your way into somebody’s language, that defense seems to me absolutely right. I don’t see why the defence doesn’t remain equally good, if instead of just taking any old volunteered sentence when I consider the range of cases in which people volunteer sentences … It seems to me unlikely that one would get anything like assent out of it. And I don’t see any reason why one shouldn’t be much more selective than that right from the start. We have a great variety of cues that we use to figure out the cases where somebody is serious, some of them having to do with action, your two sentences advice9 and so forth and so on. I don’t see why we shouldn’t use any of that. We’re just guessing to begin with what counts as assent. But we can guess as subtlely as we please.

Q: Well that’s my view too. In fact this criterion is just one of the objections. And the mental didn’t come in as you remember no doubt in Word and Object. And when the question was raised whether by Hintikka or others about how can you tell whether it’s assent, you guess I think I said already in Word and Object, you guess on various cues. I didn’t give a hint as to what they might be particularly if I recall, but anyway, I said that you might guess wrong and then you find that you’re not getting very far then you try it again. Then I guess when Jaakko was making quite a point of this.10 Well it’s not really so hopeless. Now here’s one check for instance. And that’s where this business of circumstances of volunteering came in. So I wasn’t thinking of that as the sole basis either. So I think I see it as you do.

Da: In fact I have something to add to that that you may have added too. Something that strikes me anyway. What one is aiming to end up with is a description of what it takes to understand somebody, in other words what one would normally think of as a person’s propositional attitudes for his sentences such as “meaning so and so”. Indeterminacy and so forth in a way doesn’t matter to that as long as we don’t hypostasize meaning such as to say we’re trying to get some of his intentional propositional attitudes right, namely at least one [?] words. Now the question is, are we begging that question by even defending a behavioristic notion of assent? No. Here’s a difference that you can spell out quite independent of these puzzles that we were just talking about. The relation we’re starting with is “X assents to Y”. Let’s just say assents is an intentional notion. Never mind that. The point is it’s not intensional because what we put in place of X and Y are things that just refer to the person on the one hand and an utterance or sentence on the other hand. And these are purely extensional sentences. It’s not as though we’re ever assuming that we understand something of the form “X believes that” or “X assents to the fact that” right? That’s a real propositional attitude. We began by assuming that we understood that we would have begged the question. But he doesn’t assent to the fact that this relation of assent just holds between two entities, person and sentence or utterance. So, the basis of this is extensional in the semantic sense, not intensional. And the people who make this remark simply fail to observe the difference between “X agrees that” or an “assent to the fact that”, which is a propositional attitude, and “X assents to Y” where Y is something where we have a description of something and we can change that description to any other description of the same thing.

Q: Now, it’s extensional in that logical sense, but now here’s the difficulty which I would see there, and again I think analogy is going to be the clearest. Consider the Pythagoreanization of the universe, and we’re using numbers now and set theory pure in describing physical matter.11 And so in a sense we can say these relations are purely numerical. However, the trouble is that the relation between these pure numbers, say the quadruple of these numbers on the one hand which are locating a place in spacetime, a number on the other hand which is specifying a temperature in centigrade degrees of pure numbers, but that relation cannot be defined in terms of plus, times, and power in elementary number theory nor in terms of pure set theory even at higher levels. It’s something that’s irreducibly physical in spite of the fact that there are no physical objects in the whole universe. This relation is extensional in the sense that its arguments are extensional, but that relation itself can’t be understood except in terms of mentalistic language pending some further reduction.

Da: No, I don’t think the analogy is perfect because if you have a true propositional attitude sense of a belief sentence or an “assent to the fact that” sentence, then to assign truth values to sentences like that individuates meanings, propositions, propositional attitudes one by one. I mean it actually specifies which is which. Now if you just have something like “X assents to Y”, you so far haven’t identified any of the contents of any of the attitudes at all.

Q: No, but what I’m wondering about is how in principle would you determine, even to a conjectural level, whether X really does assent and why.

Da: That’s what you’re going to explain. You agree with the critics on this point. I don’t. I think it’s tremendous progress to be able to go from this extensional relation which doesn’t individuate propositions or propositional attitudes at all, to go from that by way of a rich theory to a situation where you can adequately specify the attitudes themselves.

Q: But that rich theory is going to be mentalistic isn’t it? In part unreducibly so.

Da: I don’t care what you say about that because …

Q: I’m not insisting on behaviorism but I am insisting on physicalism.

Da: Right, I’m not insisting on either one. I’m happy enough to say call that a mentalistic predicate if you want to, nevertheless it’s the same predicate so to speak which just holds between entities. And it’s tremendous progress to go from that to something that individuates or gives the contents of mental states.

Q: Well, good. The way I’ve put this to what some of my critics have written is this, as if I were to say to Hintikka and the others, “well yes, I am bringing in that much in the way of the intentional, but still look how much better things are now than the way they were before”. Well I agree and I’m glad you like it. Then I try to go farther and see how much more can be done in the way of explaining things in scientific language.

Da: I thought the general line you were taking doesn’t really explain it in scientific language but it says the right kind of thing. If we’re going to apply this theory we’ve got to somehow or other spot the cases where this relation holds.

Q: Well, no I think it is explained in scientific language in this sense, not that we can define assent in this full intentional sense, but …

Da: I’m not saying whether it’s intentional or not. I’m not committing myself to say here’s this relation and it’s got to be publicly observable for the theory to work at all. That doesn’t turn it into physics.

Q: Publicly observable how? By that same insight in which people recognize necessity, that same insight by which people recognize all the things which we’re not content as philosophers to take for granted.

Da: No, it’s something visible and public that we’re observing.

Q: But observing how? Observing it by some Demos type apprehension that can’t be reduced to our senses.

F: I have a feeling that you are not quite communicating. I felt that your analogy was just quite appropriate, the one with the locations in space and time and temperatures. You have a relation between them, and that relation is of course analogous to the relation of assenting to. You can have complete substitutivity on both sides. The problem is that with the relation itself you can observe the individual instances, but when you want to find any kind of general account and ability to predict something about it then you have to go to theory. And in the latter example you bring in [?]. In the example of assent you bring in something else. And the problem is what does one bring in? Does one bring in that whole set of mentalistic entities?

Da: No, I don’t think one does. But neither do I see how physics is going to help much.

F: Physics helps in the temperature case. And therefore he doesn’t want the full-fledged notions as a primitive.

Q: And you see the result isn’t that I’m despairing then of a science of language. But rather that comes in at the level of the rest of the analytical hypotheses, namely we find, it won’t be uniquely determined, but we find a structure of all these things that does go forward and enables us to communicate with natives in the sense of getting them to do what we want them to do and vice versa. And it’s not rigid.

Da: Yes, all of that sounds fine. The part that I don’t get is that you think one is deep in mysticism if one thinks that one’s using a concept here, discerning examples of a relationship which can’t be defined in physics.

Q: Well, define in physics, good heavens … you can’t define an economic inflation or depression in physics.

Da: Exactly, so I don’t see what physics has to do with it.

Q: No, you see defining in physics means being able to paraphrase into the vocabulary of physics. By physical relation I don’t mean anything to do with paraphrasing. I mean something rather having to do with the distribution of microphysical states over space-time of where we would never dream of translat­ing into the language that talks about microphysical states in space-time, but a question of whether in fact …12 And then we adopt unreduced primitives, yes, but only to the extent that we think that these are notions that apply to mat­ters of fact that are sensitive to redistributions of such microphysical states, and that’s part of our physical theory, namely that they are thus sensitive, although we can’t prove it and there is conjecture. But that’s philosophy certainly of what Skinner disapproves of but I approve of …13

Da: OK, then I’m with all of it then. Nothing I disagree with there. Maybe a little difference in how we apply words like “mental” and “physical”.

Q: Well, your line on anomalous monism, I think we’re together on that one.14

Da: Yes, once one agrees on that then probably here there’s no different left between us. I’m just willing to call this predicate a mental one because I don’t think it costs anything to call it that, but it certainly is also physical. This predicate wouldn’t hold of a person and an utterance if the matter weren’t arranged in the way that it is.

Q: That’s true of mental predicates generally.

Da: That’s what I think. So this is no special case.

Dr: I’m not following something. I believe that with Quine the notion of assent is obtained by the use of analytic hypothesis. And whenever you have analytic hypotheses coming in …

Da: I don’t really understand that. Could you explain it?

Dr: You have what you think is a primitive notion say “X assents to Y”, And you’re going to build on that. And that’s why you said that truth is involved here to start with. Now, I don’t think that for Quine, in the sense that you mean it, you have a full-fledged predicate, “X assents to Y”. He’s going to build up to assent in exactly the same way parallel to the way he will build up to an objective term. The notion of a term even in an observation sentence is not in the basic sense that Quine uses it a fact of the matter because you’re going to pick your terms out by analytic hypotheses. Now I am under the impression that you want to have a fact of the matter …

Da: I honestly am not following the grammar of this.

F: I think that there is agreement on that point. I think that you will agree that you start from whole sentences, you have to cut them up into component parts in order to …

Dr: But that’s not what we’re talking about. I was just using it as an analogy there. We’re talking about whether or not “X assents to Y” is a full-fledged scientific notion or not. Now I take it for you it’s a full-fledged scientific notion.

Da: No, if you mean by that that so to speak before we start building the theory that we already somehow could be perfectly clear as to when we have a case of somebody assenting to something. I don’t think that for a second.

Q: But that reservation about before we build the theory … I’m wondering about even after you build it. You agree that in general even the useful mentalistic predicates are not translatable into scientific language. And I think that early and late, not just before we build the theory but after we build the theory, assent in the form that you’re urging it is in that category.

Da: Yes, I do too. I agree with that. My only point is it’s not as though I think this relation of [assent]15 is something sort of built into nature and it’s up to us to detect that. It’s rather that in the process of building a theory, we get better and better at spotting cases of assent just because the theory doesn’t work if we guess wrong too much of the time. So we sharpen what we’re going to [count]16 as assent as the theory waxes and wanes.

Q: And there’s the typical analytical hypothesis situation. So I think the only difference here, Burt sees something more, but I think the only difference is that you, and I think this would be a bad policy pedagogically, but that you would start with this rich mentalistic notion of assent in the very step of building up the analytical hypotheses.

Da: That’s what I just denied. I don’t see any myself. It’s that I haven’t quite got the hang of the use of the notion of analytic hypothesis. My own theory doesn’t have the notion of analytic hypothesis, and I’ve never really quite swallowed what I understand about it. And it seems to me there ought to be a way possible to make this point, whatever it is without using that word. What you just said all sounded right to me. No we don’t have this rich notion in advance, rather what we’re hunting for is criteria that will make the theory work. What we’ve got to begin with is really the form that the theory’s going to take, that is we have an idea of what a succesful theory is like. And we try to sharpen our criteria of what counts as assent so as to get a workable theory of this kind. That’s what you were saying. That’s certainly what I would say.

Q: Yes, Burt don’t you …?

Dr: I don’t understand. I’m taking it back when Donald says he doesn’t see or understand what the notion of analytic hypothesis is doing. Analytic hypotheses are not genuine scientific hypotheses. That’s the reason that [?] does not come in this.

Da: Was there something wrong in how I just put it?

Q: I think that last that Don was describing it as analytic hypotheses without using the word. But I think he was saying the same thing.

Dr: That’s true, but I don’t … The problem with “assent” in its regular use as you pointed out quite well, is intentional. Now you try to get rid of the damage of calling something intentional by saying both arguments, both the holder of the assent and the object that it goes to that holds the extension …

Da: Well, it could cause some damage anyway, very important damage.

Dr: That’s quite right. The trouble is, is assent going to be a notion that will appear? … Are you going to have a lot of behavioral criteria for this, or is it something that you worked gradually to from when the theory developed?

Da: The latter because the thing we know to begin with is what we want out of the theory. We know what kind of thing we’re going to count as evidence for it on the one hand, and we know what form we want it to take. And you don’t have to add and what criteria will test its adequacy because that’s already built into what we take to be evidence for it. I mean what’s evidence for it is the same kind of thing that’s going to be tested afterwards. So, we know the form we want the theory to take on the one hand and what we’re going to count as evidence on the other hand, and the notion of assent is going to be what satisfies those criteria.

Dr: Where does truth come in with what you just said?

Da: One thing is, the notion of assent is to distinguish between cases where people are not only asserting but even honestly asserting, that is claiming to be true. There are all kinds of things that we’re trying to eliminate here, like jokes, lies, story telling, acting.

Dr: Insincerity.

Da: Yes, but besides insincerity many other things. It’s the case where truth is relevant to the interests of the utterer. So all I meant by that is what we’re trying to capture is something that is closely connected to the notion of people’s attitude toward truth at least. The thing I was going to go on to talk about further though is whether there isn’t even more of a connection between meaning and truth than that. Anyway, assent is an attitude which we can’t informally describe without saying something about people’s attitude toward truth. What we want is honest affirmation, and those are the speech acts we want to catch if we can.

Q: Yes, now doesn’t that particular problem come down to just this. We’re trying to do just the sort of things you describe, we want to end up with this rich theory and in particular the assent that we have been using in the start, we want to find out in the end, has all this even[?] mentalistic richness … But then there are these two possible expository approaches. One is that you start out saying that that’s the kind of thing you want to get, and here you’re going to make a stab at this word in that language being what is ultimately going to qualify as this rich mentalistic notion of assent. You make a stab at it using this cue, that cue, and the other cue. The other expository approach to just see how trivial this difference is, is I start out describing this cue that cue and the other cue, and making conjecture we hope that this word that they’re uttering is going to serve this purpose that we put it to in our query and assent technique in developing the theory. But I don’t say this is a candidate for the rich mentalistic relation. I just say I’m going to use this word “assent” in the more skeletal external trivial non-committal sense for this thing that’s going to serve the purpose of getting into the query and assent operation. And why do I do it that way rather than the other way? Just to avoid tangling earlier or later with mentalistic notions. But the difference is, as far as I can see, just that matter of expository strategy.

Da: Yes, it is a matter of strategy, and if I do it the other way it’s because I don’t want to get people’s backs up over just a verbal matter.

Q: Yes, there’s that price, and then there’s the other price.

F: I have tended to assimilate you rather closely to one another on all the topics we have been discussing so far today. In the other topic that we touched on yesterday I think there are important differences but not so much as far as we’ve gone today. First the thing about interpretation versus translation, do you make a lot of that difference? I tend not to make so much of it. I, like Quine, tend to look on Word and Object and all these things that followed which talk about translation as really always being geared to the situation where we are trying to understand somebody else. We are not really trying to translate in between two languages none of them being our own, and therefore, although it might not be explicit, it’s implicit in the whole presentation that this is the situation we are facing. And then the problem is simply that we have that other language, and we have our own. And now only these two languages are involved, and of course you could have a more general notion of translation where you would, in theory at least, have three possible languages. And then the main problem is what kind of strictures do we put on something in order that we should call it an interpretaion and what do we put on it in order to call it a translation? And there both of you certainly agree in starting out with sentences that command assent and dissent. And both of you would start out by observing as a purely extensional relation the assent/dissent pattern of people. You have hypotheses as to what behavior to count, and then you observe occurences of that behavior. And then of course you have to go on further. And I think that the fact that you pay attention to that particular kind of behavior from the start is due to your having already some idea in mind of what you are looking for, namely in your case a way of interpreting and in your case a way of translating it. And that’s always the case in science, that you don’t just passively observe things, but we are actually looking for certain interesting things to observe. And I think the reason that it’s interesting is that it is so crucial to understanding. That’s why you pay attention to this particular behavior.

Q: Yes, and in fact it’s slanted for this reason, isn’t it? After all the ultimate topic here is cognitive meaning, making sense of science. And so that’s why it’s a matter of assertion and assent of not worrying about exclamations or questions and the rest because the interest isn’t primarily linguistic. The interest is epistemological in the end. And therefore truth is the central consideration.

F: Yes, I guess that’s a point where I differ a little because I think that certainly assent and truth are very central. But I do think that we also can gather some evidence that helps us to eliminate bad translational hypotheses by noticing people’s questions and commands and so on. But of course starting to pick out that kind of behavior, that has to do with commanding and questioning and so on, seems to require a lot more theorizing. So we don’t get started on it until we have carried out some of this project.

Q: And even if we do go into that, and I think that’s right that that would be a rich source of further analytical hypotheses, but still I think of that as being a further important auxiliary to what we’re still interested in, cognitive meaning.

Da: Let me agree with both of you here and say something which I have said in print.17 Behavior which isn’t prompted assent can often reveal an attitude of assent to a sentence even though a person isn’t assenting. For example, if you detect the fact that somebody is asking whether some sentence is true, then you know that he isn’t assenting or dissenting. If you know that somebody is commanding somebody to make some sentence true, then typically you know that he doesn’t now hold it to be true. So, the attitude of assent can be revealed by behavior which isn’t assenting but is questioning, commanding, etc. All of this involves more complicated reasoning. But if you get the attitude of assent, then I think that’s going to be enough to allow you ultimately to have a theory that takes care of interrogatives, imperatives and so forth. You’re going to discover some transformation on indicatives, for example, what turns into a [?]. You compare the behavior that you get with these things, and you can see that the same sentence is being commanded to be true which was being assented to in other situations. So I think the attitude of assent is all you need to go with whether you’re just interested in cognitive, as you put it, content or not. That’s really all the content there is. Even with imperatives and interrogatives, it’s just a cognitive content. It’s just that the attitude may not be one of assent. But you’ll discover attitudes of assent or dissent in verbal behavior of all kinds including these things where a person is trying to give information or say what he thinks is true. In fact if you figure out that somebody’s lying, you can figure out something about his attitude of assent to a sentence. So I’m distinguishing between assenting and the attitude of assent. The attitude of assent is something that can hold even when a person isn’t uttering a sentence. You don’t disagree do you?

Q: No, that sounds good.

Dr: No problem with that at all.

F: The next two steps I think are two steps where you, in my view, disagree. The first has to do with the need for a theory of truth. There I find that you, Don, are certainly emphasizing that much more. I have the impression that you, Van, would accept it, but in your writings in Word and Object and later also you have tended to say of course that we divide up these sentences into smaller parts and the division into smaller parts would be a set of analytical hypotheses. And then we correlate parts in the other’s language and our own through analytical hypotheses, and those correlations have to satisfy some general requirements having to do partly with observation and partly with banalities and absurdi­ties. But what I think comes out more clearly if you require these analytical hypotheses, and this is where I think they come in your view, they come in in the way you build up your theory of truth or the divisions and so on that correspond exactly I think to what you talk about [as]18 analytical hypotheses. But by emphasizing that this has to be a theory of truth, you emphasize again why assent is so important all the time because it’s the truth conditions of the sentences [we]19 will tie in with the notion of assenting. Assent and the truth that comes in at that later stage are closely connected, and therefore you want the cutting up of sentences and the correlations between sentences in the other language and your own to have to do with what makes the whole thing true given the basic ingredients in it.

Q: Well, I think we have to recognize a difference in objectives at a certain point. And in fact I think there are three things and not two to distinguish. There’s theory of translation. There’s truth-theoretic semantics. And then third there’s something more inclusive than truth-theoretic semantics possibly unless we find that they can be reduced, namely just semantics, explanation of meaning. Now, the theory of translation doesn’t cover all that and wasn’t supposed to because what I was out to do with this business of radical translation was spike the notion of synonymy, that is the common view of synonymy which again is truth-based. And that is a relation between sentences one of which supposedly could be translated into the other, and that’s why translation. But a full theory of translation does not provide a full theory of meaning, a full semantics because of the sort of thing I was suggesting earlier where these words like “nirvana” or “witch” or whatever that we can’t translate supposedly into our language. But we can still, and the anthropologist might very well describe all the circumstances under which these people use the words, and that is what is wanted in a theory of semantics. If one’s interest, and it is a very legitimate interest, is a full theory of meaning rather than a demolition of the synonymy superstition, the myth of the museum, one could transcend the theory of translation and go into this. Well, then it strikes me that truth-theoretic semantics goes beyond translation, does a bigger chunk of this over all theory of meaning than translation theory does. Whether it does a whole job of this theory of meaning is an interesting question still. What do you think about that Don?

Da: I’m prepared to argue that it does the whole job. But there be certainly some issues that it would be easy to differ over. But maybe this is a good place to start the discussion of the public point that we may disagree over that I take to be central.

F: There was one more point out of the two points where I think that you are not completely on a par. The first had to do with the role of the truth theory approach where I think you agree but where you, Don, seem to have added something to what Van had in his writings because you don’t go into that as much in your writings I think.

Q: No, in the general theory of meaning, I don’t. I go into it in the negative sense that the old traditional mainstay of it is no good, namely meaning which reduces to synonymy which reduces to nothing. But then, on the positive side, oh there have been places in my writings where I praise it and where I speak more particularly of practical lexicography and that kind of thing, but that’s not to be identified with the theory of radical translation.

F: No, and then this second point where I think there is disagreement would be the role of observation statements.

Q: Well, that I think is a big issue that’s about to come up, isn’t it?

Da: There are so many issues here that are interconnected, I don’t know the best way to do this. Maybe a way to begin is with your reply to Barry Stroud, the official skeptic. It’s in Midwest Studies.20 Basically Stroud’s question was, if we’re going to use as the basis of our epistemology and our theory of meaning patterns of stimulation, this is going to be the central thing, just whether that’s the right way to translate or construct a theory of truth. This doesn’t really have anything to do with the difference between translation and theory of truth where I’m not sure any serious issue remains between us or even existed. I’ve never thought of it as a basis of a difference. Stroud says well mightn’t our sensations, our patterns of stimulation, be just the way they are but the world be very different from the way we think it is. That’s his skeptical question, and you replied who could tell the difference. After all given proxy functions and so forth, just following your line of answer, there’s no saying what the ontology is anyway. It’s just whatever satisfies, accounts for all these patterns of stimulation. So, there’s no sense in which imagining this changed world is going to make us all wrong.

Q: Yes, what more can you want is sort of my theory.

Da: Right, and specifically it wouldn’t be the case that so to speak the world were very different but all our patterns of stimulation were the same. It isn’t as if that would change all our beliefs from true to false. It wouldn’t do that.

Q: Yes, it would. Wouldn’t it? You see I’m not pinning truth on evidence. I think I see your worry. Truth makes no sense except relative to the theory. Yes but that doesn’t mean that the theory makes the things true, it’s that we affirm something is true. We’re wrong in doing it perhaps, but we affirm something is true only within the theory in which we’re talking. But that can be false, and every now and then we decide it is false in fact and change our theory.

Dr: And that’s how science progresses.

Da: Now hang on. There’s really something that isn’t going right here in my understanding. What does our overall scientific theory really claim regarding the world? After all, the contents of our claim aren’t something that in this sense transcends anything that’s involved in the patterns of stimulation. So, what is it that we’re wrong about? Look, Barry is imagining that we’re all brains in a vat and we’re being fed patterns of stimulation which deceive us. Now, I thought your answer was, deceive us about what?

Q: That’s what the idea was, a criterion of material reality.

Da: There’s one thing which is having fixed on some criteria what counts as the truth. Then of course we can hold some false beliefs. But how do we fix on these in a criteria in the first place? They’re just geared to be patterns of stimulation. Maybe I should start in a different place, but I certainly interpret what you say here as meaning under these circumstances it would be wrong to say people have false views about the nature of the world. What we’re asked to imagine is, the patterns of stimulation are just as they actually are but the world behind them, the [?] is changed. Well, you’re saying now in that case we’d just be wrong about a lot of things. I thought your answer here was, “there’s nothing there to be wrong about”.

Q: That would be positivism which is not my end.21 Look, I’ve come out in favor of the idea that there are mutually inconsistent and at least very different, but empirically equivalent theories of the world but that it makes no sense to say that they’re all true. Only one of them is true, the one that we say rightly or wrongly is true is the one that we’re working in.

Da: Yes, but it really is true though. I mean within the limits of accuracy and …

Q: How about the very different but empirically equivalent theory that’s not true?

Da: I simply can’t buy that. Within that theory it’s true.

Q: Of course it is. But we’re not within it.

Da: That takes us back to yesterday. My view is they’re both true and not in conflict.

Q: In fact that was probably my view too when I was answering Stroud. I can’t remember the chronology.22 So I’m not sure whether that bears on the answer.

Da: Well, maybe it does. Since certainly neither I nor Stroud nor anybody else I know has taken your answer here to be along those lines. Maybe it doesn’t matter. Well, here’s the thing. What then does our overall scientific theory really claim regarding the world? Only that it is somehow so structured as to assure the sequences of stimulation that our theory gives us to expect.

Q: Yes, that’s unfortunate in that that’s where epistemology gets squeezed into ontology.

Dr: But you took the question to be that. That’s the point. You took the question to be a question [?] they’re asking you [?] epistemology.

Da: Let me read a little further. “Our scientific theory can indeed go wrong, but only in the sense that we predict something that doesn’t correspond to observation”. But not in this holistic way that we might just be altogether wrong about everything but all our prediction turn out right so far as relations are concerned. “But what if happily and all unknown to us we achieved a theory that is conformable to every possible observation”. That’s the situation that Stroud is imagining. “In what sense could the world then be said to deviate from what the theory claims, clearly in none”.23

Q: Yes.

Da: Good.

F: That is the view you had until a couple [of] years ago. It’s not your present view.

Q: Right.

Dr: What are you drawing here Don?

Da: Well, that was the main passage that it seemed to me quite clear that the theory would be true. I will go on. The problem is that this seems very plainly to say something that Quine is now denying very violently. “In what way do I see the Humean predicament as [persisting?] Only in the fallibility of prediction, the fallibility of induction in a hypothetical deductive method in anticipating experience”. That’s the only form of fallibility. “I have depicted a barren scene. The furniture of our world, the people, sticks and stones along with the electrons and molecules have dwindled to manners of speaking. Any other purported objects would serve as well and may already be said to doing so”.24

Q: Well, this is very interesting. At this stage I’ve got the ontology and the epistemology rolled together in the old way. And that surprises me.

Dr: This is exactly what you have on page twenty-two of Theories and Things without mentioning Stroud.25

Da: Furthermore you’re grateful to Burton Dreben.26

Dr: Righto that’s why I’m going to defend it all.

Q: Oh, but look, radical skepticism stems from the sort of confusion I’ve alluded to. No, not the confusion between epistemology and ontology this time, but some other confusion.27

Dr: Now, what is the question?

Da: This was just a way of getting into the thing. I did interpret this as Quine’s faulted idealism, something like idealism. It seems to me though not different from the idea that objects are nothing but nodes so to speak that hold together patterns of stimulation. And if that’s so, it’s hard to see how one can make sense of what Stroud asks us to suppose, namely that we’re just altogether wrong about the way the world is. How could we be altogether wrong about it since what the world is is whatever it is that holds our stimulations together in the right way. All past possible and possible stimulation … It’s hard for me to see how Van is going to reconcile the idea that we might be systematically wrong from start to finish.

Q: This is certainly very interesting because I can get back into that and see both of these incompatible sides being reasonable. If a systematic switch were made between true and warranted, then of course this would come out in conformity with the way I’ve been looking at things lately, namely we couldn’t do better. And what does Stroud expect? That would be in terms of warranted. We have made no mistake in our physical theory, and it’s not our fault that the world is different. We’ve done a bumper job. That kind of answer which is the epistemological side of the answer would still be compatible with what I gave as my answer a few minutes ago that ontologically sure, it could be all wrong. It’s not our fault. When I was writing that I was thinking about ontology and epistemology being together.

Dr: No, I don’t think so Van. What you’re doing too well and you’ve been doing for a very long time is keeping separate ontology and epistemology. You took all these questions as methodological. You say so here on page twenty one. “My methodological talk of proxy functions and inscrutability of reference must be seen as naturalistic too”.28 And you go on and on and on. And then you say there’s a confusion of truth and evidential force. Truth is immanent. That’s the baby. But you’ve certainly been coherent and you’re not going to give that up. “Truth is immanent and there is no higher. We must speak from within a theory albeit any of the various”.29 And that’s exactly what that paper about absolutism and relativism is trying to get clear about.30 Now your whole point is, “what evaporates is the transcendental question of the reality of the external world”.31 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].32 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. And the way you give sense to skepticism comes on pages twenty-two and twenty-three, but this is all within epistemology. That is, “our scientific theory can indeed go wrong”—that’s a methodological remark—“and precisely in the familiar way, through failure of predicted observation”.33

Da: Good, now that’s not the way that we’re talking about it going wrong.

Dr: Right, “but what if happily and unbeknownst we have achieved a theory that is conformable to every possible observation past and future. In what sense could the theory then be said to deviate from what the theory claims? In what sense could the world then [?]? Clearly in none, even if we could somehow make sense of the phrase ‘every possible observation’. More concrete demands are empty what with the freedom of proxy functions”.34 Now I don’t see any trouble with that. This is an entirely methodological remark and epistemological remark. And you cannot epistemologically give any sense to something if all the observations fit. But what you say exists you don’t say within epistemology. You say what exists within the theory.

Da: I can’t for the life of me see how [to] reconcile what that seems to say with what Quine now says.

Dr: I just settled that for him. I said Quine says throughout that tables exist, chairs exist, we exist.

Da: But hang on. If that’s what we say then under Stroud’s circumstances, your theory doesn’t turn false. It’s not as though you now believe a lot of false things.

Dr: What you got him to say should be scratched. That’s not his view. You can’t make sense, he keeps saying, of the transcendental question.

Da: I’m sorry but when we began that was the view that I attributed to Quine and he denied that that was his view.

Dr: Well if he denied that he’s got to deny everything he’s been writing for a long time plus what he hasn’t published.

Da: I understand what you’re saying, and it’s consistent with what this says. But this is an answer to the global skeptic of the senses, old fashioned Humean skepticism. The answer to it is, whatever theory holds together not only our actual observations, but all possible observations past and future, that is not a false theory.

Q: I’m very much in a quandary here. I can see conflict in these considerations, in these views. It makes me wonder more what really the right view is. One way I tend to think of it is, what sense does it make? Here all these reifications and everything else are our own constructions. What does it mean to ask whether the world is like that. What would it be for the world to be different from that? And as I put it in that reply to Stroud, all we’re claiming in our science is that the world fits this structure as far as it goes. That’s an attractive position.

Dr: We’re not claiming that within our science. We’re claiming that when we talk about the nature of science. Within our science we’re saying what is the case. And that’s the point you’re trying to make. That’s why you say all these questions, even your answer, is an immanent answer. And this is what you can differ on in the standpoint and press this, Donald. But Quine has not been incoherent. And if you look at the paper that we passed out yesterday that began with the thing on the way the world is he’s saying it now even more explicitly.35

Da: Look, I don’t think it’s any great help to say, somewhere here we can find a consistent theory. The question is whether everything hangs together. I find a strain between two different lines.

Q: It seems so to me, and that’s the philosophical situation that I’d like to explore and try to straighten up. Not a question of trying to find a legalistic defense …

Dr: It’s not legalistic. It’s just that there are two views. The point is that the tension that Donald is emphasizing is absolutely there, always has been there, and from my point has been the most interesting thing that’s underlying what you’ve been doing for a very long time. That’s why I’m not trying to be legalistic, but I’m trying to press it. And I really think that’s where you’ve made the real contribution. And it’s very very hard to keep it clear. It’s not something to get caught on. It’s really I think a most deep distinction that Van from the beginning has fluctuated between doing the ontology and doing the epistemology. I’ve always said there’s a big difference between chapters one and two in Word and Object and all the rest. And now I think you have not wanted to maintain that distinction, and that’s why I found your writings, Donald, so interesting, and why I felt there’s been an underlying thing. And you might not agree.

Da: I don’t. I’m not sure what the distinction is supposed to be but …

Dr: Between talking about science in general and talking about what is the case. And what is the case can only be done within our ongoing science. And talking about what is science you do of course within it but you take a different stance.

Da: It’s true that I don’t make sense of this notion of within it. This relativism aside from just relativism to the language I don’t understand, but it seems to me the difficulty I’m seeing can be stated without getting into that. There’s something big I’m not getting Burt in what you keep saying, not in what Van says, but in what you say. And that is that there’s this huge distinction between ontology and epistemology. The reason I don’t get it is that Quine says again and again and again that objects are simply things we posit in order to give system to our patterns of stimulation.

Dr: And that’s an epistemological statement. That’s a question of evidence and not a question of fact.

Da: That has nothing to do with ontology? Objects the things that …

Q: That’s why I said, “to call a posit a posit is not to patronize it”.36

Da: Well, fine, but still if this is true about the objects, then surely they’re not disconnected from epistemology.

Q: It’s true about objects only in the sense that Cicero was Tully. It’s true about objects in what sense? It’s true about our introduction of the notion of object and this kind of object rather than that kind of object. It’s true of that. It’s true of us. So it’s only in this elliptical step or this two step sense that it’s true about objects. But it’s true about objects in the sense in which one of Cicero’s properties was being called “Tully”.

Da: I’m speaking my language because I can’t do anything else. So I’m within the system (whatever that adds, which I don’t understand). So, Cicero and Tully really exist. I mean, they do or they don’t. But these things I talk about, most of them do exist. Now, you agree and I agree that I’m talking my language. I don’t know what it would be to disagree with that. But there’s no further sense of existence, but just that I’m right about a lot of these things because I’m within my system. You can add that any time you want to but just because you can always add it I don’t think it adds anything.

Dr: Would you think this would help the way Van put it in this essay on the way the world is.37 He really talks about the difference between questions of evidence and questions of fact. Questions of evidence is what I’ve been calling epistemology. He has it that questions of fact would be ontology, but not the general theory of ontology. That’s the trouble. The general theory of ontology belongs to epistemology. That’s what’s been misleading. The given ontology is of course what the given science starts to do, but the theory of ontology is part of the theory of evidence.

Q: How, and why to reify.38

Dr: Right, that’s part of evidence. What the physicist says is a fact. But when we reflect on what the basis of what physics is saying it is not [?]

Q: What the physicist says is the purported fact.

F: I think that even in this paper there still is that tension. And you know it’s very remarkable that this seems to me to be just the tension between idealism and realism.

Dr: It is. Van is trying to have both.

F: The chapter I’m working on in my Husserl book now is on just that tension in Husserl. And he is very aware of that tension. On the one hand he felt that he was basically a realist. But the problem was how to accommodate that with the view, for example, that he posits objects. And he uses “setzen” for positing and has a position very similar on this point and is struggling back and forth between these ways of looking at it. And finds that it’s very hard to find a way of putting the point.39

Q: I put it here in terms of ratio cognoscendi and ratio essendi.40

F: That’s fine. It’s only the last sentence “Of reflections on topics that other answers preserve and the same structure would fit all evidence equally well”. And “we settle for what we have”. That’s of course what we would do. “There is no higher tribunal”. There’s no way that we could find anything better than what we have.41

Da: If that’s right then I don’t understand the big distinction between episte­mology and truth.

Dr: Because truth only makes sense within. And that’s the metaphor that you find empty.

Da: Yes. But ontology only makes sense within so I don’t see how that …

Dr: Yes, ontology, but not a particular one.

Q: How can you have a bivalent logic? That sounds like Michael Dummett, giving up truth.

Da: What? What sounds like that?

Q: If you identify truth with warranted assertion you can’t have two valued logic.

Da: Well, I don’t know if you can or not.

Q: It isn’t true of every meaningful sentence that either [it] or [it]s negation is warrantedly assertable.42

Da: But I’m not saying that.

Q: That’s why I feel that I have to distinguish warranted assertability from truth. Every sentence is true or false.

Da: I don’t understand the notion of warranted assertability enough to have an opinion about it. But I can certainly see on many understandings that may be any good one. That’s different from truth. I certainly see that. But does that mean then giving up the idea that objects are just nodes that organize the pattern of stimulation?

Q: Yes and no. And the thing can be phrased more explicitly so that it’s simply yes or simply no. Depending on which way we phrase it we flesh it out. The reification of objects in the construction of a theory is one thing and the purpose that they’re serving is simply as nodes. That’s all we have to go on. That’s the epistemological side. Then, the question of whether there really are those objects, that’s a question that belongs in science itself.

Dr: The particular object. And that’s a factual question. But it only makes sense within the science. And you’re always in it.

Da: Yes, which adds nothing.

Q: And I think we can even bypass that verbal qualification. Except insofar as we have made a mistake in our theory, the objects are real. But the purpose of assuming the objects, the function they’re serving in our theory of construction is another question, and that’s where this node business comes in. And they’re serving no purpose in the constructing of the theory except that of nodes. That’s all they contribute. But that’s talking about the purpose served by assuming the objects. It’s a question about the construction of a theory. It’s not a question about the objects and whether they’re real or not. The answer is that they are real. Although we may change our mind later on, we’re insisting now that it’s true.

Da: As long as they serve that purpose not only now but forever so to speak.

Q: That’s not what I was saying. That sounds like C. S. Peirce.43

Da: All I meant was we could be wrong in case we postulate these objects and their properties and so forth, and then it turns out that this theory doesn’t … That’s all I meant. So it’s all possible observation, not just actual observation. But now is there some sense in which if the theory does that, it can be false?

Q: That question about the theory being false, that’s transcendental again.

Da: Not for me. No, it’s the ordinary notion of truth which we can apply to various languages. In that sense it’s transcendental if that’s all that that means.

Dr: Once you start talking about all possible observation and you say that the theory will fit all possible observation, then this question becomes peculiar. We’re starting out trying to talk about idealized truth but still serious science. In serious science you’re never going to have all possible observations. That’s I think part of the problem here. Once you push it so that you’re going to talk about all possible observation, you obviously now are in what Quine has been calling epistemology of theories or of methodology. That’s a question of methodology. It’s not a question within a given science. It’s a question about the nature of science. Now, you’re asking what happens if you have a theory, your total system of the world that catches all possible things, and you now want to ask the following question about it: “Can we make sense of the following question in the theory of theories? Can we make sense of applying truth or falsity to a theory which catches all possible experiences?” When we add, now “what if the real world is different from all the possible experiences?” …

Da: That isn’t the way to put it.

Dr: That’s Stroud’s question. What else does it come to? That’s what makes it empty.

Da: Good, right. If it’s empty …

Dr: Empty is empty. It means that our notions of truth, of theory, and every­thing are empty. At that point we don’t know what to say. We have semantic legislation. We can decide now at the extreme how we want to use these notions.

Da: No, now hang on Burt. You simply have changed what Stroud asked or the skeptic is going to ask. Let me begin by saying you can add to everything I say “within the system” because I don’t have any other place to be. Now here’s the question, saying this within my own language, meaning what I mean and so forth, I ask, “can I make sense of the possibility that the world is radically different in all major respects from the way I think it is?” All my sensations go on just the way they are, but my senses deceive me in a systematic way. Is this an intelligible question or not?

Dr: And I’m saying if you’re going to add to that 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 simpy decide to go either way. All of Quine’s talk about theory and evidence and ontology doesn’t go by the board whichever answer you want to give at that point.

Da: Well, are we describing a situation that is literally unintelligible or should we say, “well, after all, my experiences are the way they are and there is some theory that would account for them whatever it is”. Now does it make sense to say that the individual judgement that one makes in accord with a theory could in general all or a great many of them be false?

Dr: And I never find out through all time? Well then I am prepared to say that this is an empty question and is irrelevant to what Quine’s been talking about early and late.

Da: Irrelevant?

Dr: Yes, he doesn’t perhaps put it that way but that’s what’s built in when he says this is a transcendental question and he’s trying to make some sense of it. So he goes in one direction.

Da: But it seems to me that a definite answer follows from Quine’s views.

Dr: It does on these pages, the ones you didn’t like.

Da: I don’t see why it doesn’t follow from Quine’s view that the theory isn’t false.

Q: These philosophical questions are so interesting that I think it’s a pity to keep getting diverted into scholastic questions of exegesis. This is a real predicament and tension. What I like particularly is Burt’s last suggestion that, like that thing that we came to yesterday, this is the sort of oscillation that comes when a real science fiction question is raised in philosophy “what would you say if”. And now, Burt’s suggestion that the ordinary terms, language that were serving us ceases to serve us because we’re getting that far out. And that would account for vacillation insofar as we end up in an exegetical way finding that it really is there, which I wouldn’t be surprised to find I think it’s there, very much like the vacillation over this business of empirically equivalent theories of the world.

Dr: That’s the same point, if empirically equivalent theories of the world [have]44 been postulated for all possible observation. This question really began in seri­ous philosophy of science where something would come up. The moment that you put forth [a] hypothesis that’s empirically equivalent under all possible obser­vations it could go either way.

Da: There is a difference between the cases because here we’re operating within just one system. We don’t have empirically equivalent theories. We have just one theory. There’s nothing we want to throw away in this theory. It’s really a different situation.

Q: These are both, and this is Burt’s suggestion, 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. What pleases me at the moment about Burt’s suggestion is that 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.

Dr: But even more, Donald, you’re giving me a theory of the world that fits all possible experience, observation sentences. Then you say, but it can be wrong. You don’t personally say this, but that’s the hypothesis.

Da: The question I ask you, could it be wrong?

Dr: OK, if we’re to make sense of it that would be the same as saying there’s another distinct empirically equivalent theory of the world. What sense can we make of the skeptical question except to say you are holding an empirical theory that fits all possible experiences, but if it’s wrong then there’s another theory that’s empirically equivalent that will fit all those experiences. So the questions do come together. To make any sense of the skeptical question at all you have to say there are two equally good empirically equivalent theories of the world that differ. But then what we were doing before comes to bear, and that’s why I said it was.

Da: OK but wait a minute. In the first place it’s not at all clear to me that this is a science fiction case. I don’t see where the fiction is supposed to be.

Q: The empirically equivalent theories of the world, that is a science fiction case. The science fiction case was that we were persuaded that these were empirically equivalent even though we saw no way of translating one into the other and that’s the science fiction situation.

Da: Right. The non-translatability has dropped because it’s no part of the skeptical question.

Q: Oh, but if there is translatability then there aren’t two distinct theories. You just translate the one into the other and they’re both …

Da: No, the question is whether within the going theory, all these things that nevertheless hold together experiences are false.

Dr: The point is that the alternative theory might be true, but this one is false. Isn’t the skeptical question in our terms the following: you’re going to say we have a theory that fits all observations to the end of time. But we now postulate that there’s another one that has that same property, and it’s empirically equivalent. And, although we’re claiming ours is true, it in fact is false, and the other one is true.

Da: Let me try to straighten this out a little bit. We’re not changing the language any. We’re not changing, as far as we know, the interpretation of any of the words or anything else. The difference doesn’t lie in a reinterpretation in any sense at all. The point is that if I hold certain sentences to be true, then that organizes my experience perfectly. I keep being confirmed. Now, the skeptic says, “although that organizes your experience, mightn’t all those sentences be false ones without reinterpretation of the sentences? Mightn’t another theory be true in the sense of these very sentences unchanged in meaning, having negation signs in front of them?” So let’s be clear that it’s a different theory not in having the vocabulary, but what we thought was true is false without our ever being able to discover it.

Dr: Which means, can we determine two theories in the same vocabulary? Let’s have two theories in the same vocabulary.

Da: If you want to say that to, so to speak, go to this other one you’d be in another system, it’s OK. But you can’t tell which system you’re in.

Dr: So, the skeptical question is this. You have one theory that’s [compatible with] all experience. But in fact what you should be doing is holding something with negation signs in front of all your theoretical [sentences]45 or a lot of them. And now the question is does that make sense?

Da: Or shouldn’t we say, “nonsense”. There’s no fact of the matter.

Dr: I believe we reached a statement of what skepticism would come to: two empirically equivalent theories which fit all possible observations; the two theo­ries are couched in the same language, and one theory is the one that we really are holding, the other one has several sentences negated opposite of the theory that we hold. That at least states what Stroud or any skeptic would care to add. And then the question now is, does that make sense?

Q: I think that’s a good translation, don’t you?

Da: Well I think we have to add that one of the theories fits all of the sensory evidence that you have.

Dr: Both theories do that.

Da: No, no that’s the whole point. One of them doesn’t.

Dr: Then in what sense do we have to worry?

Da: Oh, I see, sorry. Both of them fit all the evidence.

Dr: All possible evidence. And now the question is what do we say about this. That’s the question we’re putting. And you were saying Van seems to be rather contradictory about it at times and I say he doesn’t. That we can leave aside for the moment. Now what should you say?

F: I have a small question too. When you formulated it earlier, you said that [it’s]46 possible that we could be totally wrong, and I wonder how much role that plays.

Dr: That means all the sentences that aren’t the observation ones.

Da: No, that doesn’t make any sense.

Dr: That would mean we’d have negation signs in front of every sentence except the observation sentences.

Da: Yes, that’s not interesting. What we want is just to be massively wrong.

Q: In fact that would be an inconsistent system.

F: I wonder whether even the massively … We have an initial problem even if we consider two theories that are empirically [equivalent] but differ a little from one another. It makes sense to say that both of them would be equally well supported by evidence, so we could be quite rational in adopting the one or the other. But still at most one of them could be true.

Dr: Are you running ahead? What we’re doing is simply posing the question.

F: Yes, but the main problem in the posing is now whether it makes a difference how much difference there is between those theories.

Da: Well, let me give an example. This has to be science fiction, but on the other hand it’s not the kind of science fiction that seems to me absurd. You can imagine somebody skillfully shrinks the actual universe around me. I no longer see the stars. I no longer have causal connections with them. I’m just looking at the interior of a black globe on which lights are projected and indeed the whole world is represented just at a distance of thirty five feet so I can’t triangulate the difference. So all my stimulations are exactly the same. All of my evidence in Quine’s sense of evidence is identical. Everything looks the same, sounds the same, tastes the same, and so forth. But I still believe what I did before I was put in this thing that the very things I’m seeing are millions of miles away. So, I’m wrong. But it’s an alternative theory that’s true. This is the kind of thing that Stroud was thinking of. The right answer to it is what I’m interested in knowing.

Dr: Exactly. And you skipped47 saying “I” but remember we’re talking about a theory. We’re talking about the evidence that’s always toted in observation sentences. And therefore we’re not going to be subjective or anything. The evidence is objective. Well I’d like keeping it in the framework in which we’ve done a lot of work already and caught up with you, these two empirically equivalent but nonlogically equivalent theories couched in the same language.

Q: Logically incompatible. Yes, I’m finding it very interesting that this little Stroud bombshell turns out on Burt’s analysis to be exactly the thing that came up nearly the beginning of yesterday morning. It’s an old bombshell. It’s not analogous to this vacillation that I described yesterday. It’s the same old thing again.

F: It is really that very old philosophical problem of realism versus idealism.

Q: Yes, that was the way it looked when Don brought it up this morning in connection with Stroud. But now as Burt points out, it’s identical in turn with the thing yesterday. And well my latest on that was explained yesterday. But now Don brought up the question again, and I think again the thing begins to look interesting and puzzling, and I’m just wondering whether there might be another oscillation on my part. The consideration is this. Wait, this isn’t quite the same as yesterday’s oscillation on second thought. This is yesterday’s oscillation stopping short of Don’s step of respelling to make the theories con­sistent and stopping short therefore also of my application of Don’s device for the other purpose, namely of making one of them meaningless relative to the other. But the next thing I want to talk about has to do with that final stage of making one of them meaningless relative to the other. And don’t we have that not this time to the extent of two empirically equivalent theories, but actually two useful theories. One of these is a dangler on the other at least in the sense that it contains a term or a lot of terms that aren’t translatable into our scientific theory itself, namely mentalistic talk. Thinking now in terms of anomalous monism. All the observation categoricals that are covered by this combination of mentalistic theory and natural science are covered by natural science alone, there’s the monism part of anomalous monism. And the additional terminology in the mentalistic thing is not reducible to that, that’s the anomalous part of anomalous monism. And we do keep the two of them of course, and we couldn’t very well get along day to day without the both of them. On the other hand I don’t think of them as one theory. The mentalistic thing is superfluous so far as the theory of the world is concerned. And our attitude now, mine toward the mentalistic is analogous to the attitude I ended up with last a propos of empir­ically equivalent theories one of which had an odd term in it. In this example it seems to me still that we’re much better off not thinking of the mentalistic as an annex of the other theory to make a combined theory. But it’s one of two very rewarding activities. Then there was the question, is it going to be possible to draw a distinction between the uneconomical and therefore in a way vicious dangler “nirvana”, for instance, and on the one hand this useful kind of thing that we have in mentalism, or another case of what I was entertaining earlier, the case of two equivalent theories each of which gives a useful different perspective on the world. Don said it doesn’t seem to be vicious in the way that the “nirvana” example would be.

Da: Let me give one more example which I’ve often used but is different from the mental/physical one. And that is just syntax on the one hand and the concept of truth on the other. In syntax you can describe every expression and therefore in particular every true sentence. You can describe them one by one. You can describe all the sentences, and so you can describe all the true ones. I’d say well that’s like [?] But hang on. That doesn’t mean that the notion of truth isn’t also useful and important. It just groups the sentences in a way that you can’t group them in syntax. I think that the main thing about the extra theory is it’s got predicates you can’t define in the other vocabulary. You can’t define the mental predicates in the physical vocabulary. But in case you’re worried about the sloppiness of the mental, let’s take truth on the one hand and syntax on the other. The ontology isn’t changed. The ontology that syntax talks about is the same as the ontology that truth talks about, but you can’t define that special class. You can pick out each individual element in the class of true sentences in syntax, of course. You can pick out every sentence, but you can’t print the class.

Q: I think we can improve this example in a way that will make it more convinc­ing to me. Yes the ontology’s the same and you can identify each of the elements of the ontology without going over into the annex which is truth theory. But in the case of natural science versus the mentalistic it’s more than that. It’s more than just that all the states could be specified, isn’t it? Also in natural science if we got far enough we could say what brings them about, the whole causal mechanism behind every mental event in the token sense not the type sense. Now similarly for linguistics and here again I think I see a wedge driven be­tween warranted belief and truth or between epistemology and ontology namely in a full theory of verbal behavior wouldn’t we get a whole semantics of one kind, namely a semantics of … a causal account of why anybody says some­thing, when he says it, what he says under what circumstances. It’s a complete descriptive semantics in that sense but not a truth theory. We do that without truth. Here we can predict what everybody is going to say always and we can be completely open minded as to how much of what people are saying is true and how much is not. And then we add this little thing truth, and that’s like adding the irreducible mentalistic concepts to natural science. And that I do find convincing at the moment.

Da: OK, the thing I would emphasize in that is that how you classify in the interest of having some predicate that would be interesting depends on what kind of an explanation you want. That’s what you’re saying. You did say one thing there though that I don’t agree with, and I wonder if you can make it stick. And that was that you can just segregate the mental and the physical. In fact there are just an awful lot of things which we explain about the mental which we explain in terms of their relationship to the physical. The reason somebody does something is often that some physical event happened. You’ve got all these causal relations goes back and forth in things described in the mental and the physical vocabularies.

Q: Yes, you do. But the analogue of that would hold perhaps with this linguistic truth-neutral semantics and this plus truth.

Dr: Is this part of an answer to the skeptical question?

Da: No, we haven’t given an answer to that.

Dr: This is connected with the general question, if we have two theories empir­ically equivalent and one is purported to be useless whether you conjoin it or not. And now you’re suggesting your circumstances yay and circumstances nay. So you don’t want to have a general answer to that question. You want to know exactly what is the alternative. In other words what you’re now suggesting is that you look at the two theories, the one I have and the alternative. And you’re wondering about a general criterion, and you’re not giving one. You’re saying if it’s useful or you’re trying to find out if it’s to be useful. You will what? keep it? conjoin it? work in both?

Q: What I’d like to do better than that, I’d like to find out something more in the way of a principle. But that’s the open question.

Dr: That is the open question, OK. And so what you were giving [were] examples of what exactly?

Q: The first example, the mentalistic versus natural science, that’s an example where I would say we don’t include the annex and call it an inclusive theory. (But at the same time we don’t chuck the other the way we do with this dangler about “nirvana”.) It has its place; it has its use. And I’m wondering whether that could be paradigmatic or something.

Dr: And that’s the open question, whether it could be paradigmatic of some­ thing. And then you gave us another, cleaner perhaps example of such a paradigm. But those were examples suggesting possible general answers to the question.

Q: And in the truth case that would seem to be different than the first example. We do welcome the annex as an extension of your actual theory in integral extension rather than keeping separate pockets. Well as Don just said it’s an asymmetrical relation. Natural science keys into the mentalistic but not vice versa. Here is an annex which is useful. Here we’re adding this irreducible term. And as Tarski show[ed] through the Grelling paradox it is irreducible.48

Da: Right, that’s why I picked it. Can’t we conclude from that that there isn’t any objection in the other case if we realize?

Dr: You’re talking about the skeptical case.

Da: No, just the case that we were talking about yesterday where you have these empirically equivalent theories. Doesn’t [this] show that in that case too if we wanted to we could just conjoin the theories and hold them both to be true?

Q: Sometimes yes, sometimes no, and when one when the other? Because that’s where the unwelcome case of “nirvana” comes in.

Da: OK, but my point is simply that the fact that in some sense one theory covers the ground isn’t in itself a good enough reason to reject…

Q: Yes, all these examples show that. But there is more that I’d like to know, namely I’d like to know when to deplore the annex and when to welcome it.

Da: All I was saying is that it’s not enough of a reason to reject it that in some sense or another you’ve already got enough to cover the ground.

Q: We’re agreed on that, but my philosophical curiosity still is kicking and I’d like to know this further thing.

F: Wouldn’t one kind of answer be that when we are comparing empirically equivalent theories we are not really interested in those that are extremely complicated and ad hoc. But we are more interested in theories that seem to be good candidates because they are simple and in accordance with some method­ology. That’s why we have good evidence for them. If a theory has a lot in it that doesn’t really serve any function in the theory, we could just as well leave it out. Then you don’t want to annex that theory to our own. It’s a richer view of the world when you think of that but, you think we disregard it. But the mental doesn’t seem to be quite like that. It does seem to serve a useful theory of the mental, and that’s why we can have a more positive attitude to that than to “nirvana”. For the “nirvana” thing to be acceptable it would really have to be integrated quite well in a comprehensive theory.

Da: Yes, here’s a suggestion. The useful ones provide us with predicates where we can see our way to useful inductions. That’s the point of classes. Some classes are useful for induction and some aren’t. Grue isn’t and blue is.

Q: The way I ended up yesterday on this point was, going along with Dagfinn and Roger Gibson, finally on not accepting the tandem theory in the case of two empirically equivalent theories, still recognizing the utility of going back and forth between. But you can do that, scientists in their informal way are doing it all the time, entertaining hypotheses, entertaining alternative hypotheses also for different theories. One can get the benefit of perspective without necessarily admitting danglers. On the other hand, I think this truth example is an interesting one because in this case it is a dangler if what we’re trying to explain is the whole causal business of verbal behavior.

Da: Right, being a dangler is relative to the interest. The point about bad dangler is it’s not relevant to any interest or scientific theories. Good. It still doesn’t give us this rule.

Dr: There’s no reason to assume under this discussion that there would be a should rule. You will have a rule, “there should be a rule.” And if you’re going to make it relative to interest …

Q: Well it still doesn’t tell us that we shouldn’t stick to that last line in which I agreed with Dagfinn, namely if the theories are empirically equivalent whether to put them together as a very redundant tandem …

Q: What it means is it’s one of those situations where we’re getting beyond the point where the words that we’re using have their already established applications. We’re having to make a choice, decide what would be on the whole the least offensive further convention regarding the use of the words, which is typical also of those science fiction situations in philosophy.

F: That is why I am worried when we want to have such radically diverging theories, say massively different. Now we get the Stroud example which is of course radically different and where we might feel that there is some kind of ad hocness about the kind of alternative theory that we suggested, namely the brain in the vat. And it’s a very similar example in fact to the one that Russell discusses in connection with creationism, that we could assume that the world was created five seconds ago with all the fossils and all the memory traces and so on.49 And we don’t want to take that too seriously.

Dr: In fact this very example about dreaming and so forth is on page ten of Russell’s Analysis of Matter attributed to Leibniz. He opens up the whole discussion. Leibniz said if all the world was a phantasm …50 The whole point of Russell’s Analysis of Matter in great part and your pointing to those structures grows out of this. [?]

F: And I think agree with you that both in this part of [?]51 these examples are very far from our normal realm of intuitions, we have so little guidance in checking them that there’s no good way of accepting those. And therefore it’s helpful to look at examples which we could conceive of relatively straightforwardly and see how we would handle them.

Dr: But by hypothesis the general skepticism obviously is a question that goes beyond that, and so are you suggesting that it’s in an intuitive sense meaningless?

F: The kind of questions where our intuitions are simply so unreliable there’s very little to go on. It’s not the positivist rejection of it as simply meaningless, I don’t have a theory of meaning that tells me …

Dr: Exactly, you don’t have a positive account of meaning. You simply don’t know what to say.

Da: OK, I just want to be sure that I’m not counted in to the people who agree with the things that you’re saying now because I don’t at all. I think there’s a perfectly good answer to this kind of skepticism. Now we come to my main point. It doesn’t necessarily have much to do with science fiction though sometimes that helps to make clear what the point is. I wanted to find out what answer you gave to Stroud because at the end so to speak we’ll come to something like that but not at the beginning. This is an old thing that we’ve discussed many times, but I want to start it again, that is the question what the ultimate evidence is and what we should use as the basis for our theory of meaning and our epistemology. This will also get into the relationship between meaning and truth or meaning and evidence.

I’ll start out by describing the end so that it’s easy to see what is going on. I think it’s a mistake to translate or interpret somebody on the basis of similarities of patterns of stimulation, and I’ll say why I think it’s a mistake. But the conclusion is that’s the wrong place to look. 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. Now, many passages in Quine suggest a different course than the one that I think is the right one, and that is that [in] interpreting somebody else what is relevant to interpreting and understanding isn’t the pattern of stimulations basically. At a certain sophisticated point we can take that into consideration, but 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. Now this says nothing about patterns of stimulation whatsoever. And I’ve got a list of passages over the years in which you have said just this.52 The publicly discernible thing that both speaker and interpreter can easily observe is the thing, so to speak, on which you look for agreement, books and cats, and says nothing about patterns of stimulations.

Q: I think they might. Stimulation, that comes in at another level of analysis.

Da: I’m not getting the point. Let me make a childish distinction. Of course the attitude of assent to a sentence is conditioned ultimately to patterns of stimulation. We’ve got to get the quantifiers in the right place. For each person and each observation sentence there’s a pattern of stimulation to which he is conditioned to assent to that sentence. It doesn’t follow that there is a pattern of stimulation for people who understand each other which is common. And I’ve always been worried by what seems to me much more than a possibility, an actuality. Very different patterns of stimulation prompt me to assent to a given sentence than prompt you to assent to the same sentence. And this seemed to me irrelevant to the correct interpretation or translation of those sentences. Science fiction cases are easy to cook up and are dramatic, but we don’t need them. Some people lack certain sense organs. And the patterns of stimulation that prompt them to assent to certain sentences are very different from the patterns of stimulation that prompt other people to assent to those same sentences. Blind people can tell what colors things are. They have their prompters to assent to the same sentences I [do],53 and we can teach them to get these things right. I think there are a few arguments, and I’ll say what some of them are. But if it’s as I think it must be, the most easily publicly observable things, so to speak, which we seek agreement on to have understanding, then it’s not going to patterns of stimulation because I don’t know beans about your pattern of stimulation or mine.

Q: Oh, no. I never dreamt that anybody would know. You see that’s not what I’m talking about. I’m talking about causes, I’m not talking about what people know. Perhaps this could be said without exception, no observation sentence whatever describes the pattern of stimulation.

Da: No, I didn’t say it did. But the basis for all translation is to match your sentence to my sentence on the basis of the patterns of stimulation that will cause each of us to assent to it. It’s got to be the same pattern of stimulation as nearly as possible for it to have the same stimulus meaning. That’s where all translation begins unless I just haven’t understood anything in Word and Object.

Q: Stimulus meaning is going to be a class of stimulations.

Da: It’s a pair of classes actually, those that prompt assent and those that prompt dissent. And those are the things that we have to match up.54

Q: Matched up only in the case of observation sentences, and that’s what observation sentence means.55

Da: Well, OK, but I don’t think of much or even one reason to say that we’re going … How then do we manage to understand other people if we don’t know when their patterns of stimulation are the same as ours? How do we know which of our sentences to use to translate which of their sentences?

Q: To start from sort of the middle, why don’t I do what you like to do and say, “well it’s a question of, whether there’s a book, whether there’s a god, whether there’s a x-ray machine, whether there’s a spiral nebula”, rather than saying it’s a question of what’s hitting the sensory surfaces because part of my interest is the epistemology of reification itself. And this is part of why I diverged from Carnap with his concept of observation terms and pulled away from terms altogether and from reifications altogether, those being things that need to be accounted for.56 So the data for each individual are going to be the triggerings of sensory endings by these [forces].57 And then there are situations where all the speakers of the language, not counting people whose one or another senses are defective, but this is always a question of by and large. And even the boundaries of the linguistic community are correspondingly vague. But there will be those cases where people who are exposed to the same scene will agree in their testimony, and that’s my standard … it would be a sentence that uses the word “dog” or “table” or whatever. But that’s my standard as you know of observationality. Each witness on that particular occasion is getting very different stimulations from each of the others because they have different perspectives on the scene. However, my idea in the observation sentence is that on another occasion these individuals have swapped places say and are getting correspondingly different stimulations from what they did before. Each of these is a member of the class of stimulations that would prompt assent for this individual and prompt assent on the part of this individual.

Da: All right now I certainly got all of that. And that seems to me one, to be very different from how we in fact understand other people, and secondly, to leads to all sorts of difficulties. To avoid those difficulties, one has to beg questions that you would like to answer.

Q: I’m not saying they’re how people understand each other.

F: I recognize your objection now. When I teach both you and Van I get the same kind of objections from students, and I respond to them in the same way because you have a very parallel way of being understood. In your case, students sometimes misunderstand you in thinking that you first find a lot of sentences that people assent to, and then you have done a lot of simultaneous equations in a way through those sentences. And then you try to find an assignment of references to cut them up into terms. You try to find an assignment of references to singular terms, extensions to general terms and so on that makes all of those sentences true at the same time. And they say that’s of course a very very complicated thing even a very good mathematician wouldn’t be able to solve all those equations very easily. And then I tell them that that’s not it. What you suggest is really a view on evidence that we can use when we want to decide whether a translation is OK. But it’s not the description of the procedure that we use when we actually try to understand people. Then we start out with a little bit, and we have a kind of tentative arrangement with dogs and books and things like that that we correlate to these parts of the sentences, and then we keep on building on that until something goes wrong, that is, until we violate one of those restrictions on interpretation. Then we see that we have to go back and revise our initial assumptions. And I take Van to have made a very similar point in connection with stimulus meaning, that is, we don’t start by looking at what people have on their retina, but we start by seeing that they see dogs and cats and books and so on, and we proceed in our correlation. But when things break down it is when something doesn’t fit into the stimulus meaning, and that’s where the stimulus meaning comes in as a kind of evidence that our translation is ultimately tested against.

Da: Good, that is a help because that makes it clear that it’s a red herring to start out by talking about learning. The question is what is the ultimate test, and never mind how we figure it out I think that’s good. That leads me to state once more and very simply where I see a very clear difference that seems to ramify to a whole lot of things that we’ve been talking about and a lot even that we haven’t. And that is, if I find that the same objective situation, that is the actual presence of books and so forth, is what prompted somebody to assent to a given sentence, then I don’t think I can do any better than to say, “well until my theory gets more complicated and I have to do a lot more about it, I’ll take him as saying something that’s true if and only if there’s a book there”. And now, if it turns out on further study, or if it just were the case that very different patterns of stimulation caused him to do that, I wouldn’t say “well apparently I got it wrong”. On the contrary I’d stick to my guns. Of course there’s got to be a causal relation between there being a book there and his assenting to the sentence. It’s causality I’m interested in, what causes him to assent to it. But there’s a difference. And the causal chain no doubt goes to the senses. The question is what importance we’re going to give to the actual pattern of stimulations. And I’m saying the cause that makes it the right basic beginning answer is that the cause is the book not the … I mean both are causes, but the thing that has to agree is the thing out there not the pattern of stimulation.

Q: I wonder if part of the trouble here is this word “pattern”. What I intend is the class of stimulus tokens.

Da: That’s what I’m talking about also.

Q: It’s all the ones that would be prompted by the presence of a book and not by something else. So it comes out the same. But I’m simply moving up to the surface of the individual from the book. There was a time when I was worrying about these things, still working on Word and Object, when I thought in terms of an invisible sphere some reasonable distance out and the impacts of forces, atoms everything on the surface of that. Things that were bound or likely to get to me would be what counted.58 You see I thought of it more in terms of information theory. Question of information is always relative to a grid, a checklist. If we’re going to measure information in the [?] sort of way. And here the grid is the grid of the surface that’s surrounding us. Well, how far out (and of course all the arbitrariness of this)? Well what really matters is the question of what hits the nerve endings. And so my grid in the end, the relevant part of the external world was just the whole speckled totality of nerve endings. But it could be in the case of books just all those that would prompt assent to the question “Is this a book?”

Da: Well, I want to say two things. First, we can’t say when two people’s pattern of stimulation are the same except by referring to the book. Similarity is not visual patterns or anything like that at all.

Q: What I suspected was that the word “pattern” was perhaps causing misun­derstanding. I don’t think we should use the word. I have used it I’m afraid I’ve also avoided it in various places. It’s the class of all the distributions of activated nerve endings. Each one of those totalities of activated nerve endings at a moment being a stimulation. The class of all those stimulations that would prompt assent to the question, “Is that a book?” would be the stimulus meaning of “That’s a book”. And that’s what I was trying to say in Word and Object.

Da: Van, this seems to me to be hopelessly circular if we’re really going to put it that way. 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.

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: I see, well that certainly puts it into light. In that case I guess since we can’t say what makes these classes the same classes for two people except by referring to the book, I don’t see myself what work the notion of stimulus meaning is doing.

Q: What puts them together in respect to relevant similarity is concurrence of witnesses. And that’s the distinctive feature of what I call observation sentences. And as for the [?] witnesses, they’re sharing the same class of stimulations. This fellow is getting one stimulation and this one another. But if they were over here they would still be getting stimulations in that same class. It’s the class of all the stimulations that would prompt assent to members of the community.

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.

Dr: That’s the whole point. This is all part of naturalized epistemology.

Da: I’m not saying anything that goes against naturalized epistemology. My point is, once we understand what it is to say the stimulus meaning for you and for me is the same is explained only in terms of the causal role of the book, then I don’t see any reason to pick out any talk about stimulation. The point is we’ve got a causal chain there that begins with a book and ends with a certain attitude towards or a certain response to a sentence. And how that causal chain goes is certainly for science to discover. But I don’t see how stimulation plays any particularly important epistemological role compared to anything else in the causal chain.

Q: There’s a reason. To put it in a word it’s a question of giving some distinction between the immediate or the observable, the accessible. That’s where this business of an invisible sphere came in in [?] stage with these speculations. That is, we can’t go to the other extreme. Put it this way, when we’re breaking into an alien language in this radical way, clearly we have to start with in some sense a tying of certain sentences with situations that these sentences are regarded as reporting, tying to situations that can be appreciated without further linguistic intervention. It has to be the non-linguistic beginning from which you’re going to build up the linguistic thing. So in some sense it has to be common observation, joint observation between you and the informer[?] of non-linguistic matters. And from the common sense point of view, “book” is an example of where that happened. But where do we draw the line? There are still relations that will be shared when we come to objects or forces that we know about and these natives don’t know about. Or they may be mistaken and think they come from various disembodied spirits. We know very well that they come from something else which we can specify. We don’t want to identify then the disembodied spirits with this thing that we can specify. We only want to make these identifications when the subject matter is fairly closely at hand and reasonably unmistakeably recognizable. In short, getting things down to the immediate or the approximate is the motivation for stimulation.59

F: I see now how your reply to Barry Stroud would go. But you see the problem with what you propose seems to me that we want to make sense also of this possibility of attributing a quite different way of looking at the world to the native as not speaking about books but about …


 [Føllesdal’s remarks are incomplete here because of a change between the recording tapes.]

 … as in a book. Then we are already introducing a lot of our own way of looking at it on to them. And that’s what we want to avoid.



Dr: Indeed there’s no analytical hypotheses. That’s why he had such a misunderstanding. Under his view there’s no analytical hypothesis.

F: No, I think there is. But I know that because you would agree with Quine about the possibility of having rabbithood, rabbit stage, rabbit and so on in your translations, and in order to open the possibility for that … Actually the evidence that you will make use of is not simply seeing a book, but it is something that you have to describe in another way. And of course the observation sentences that the native uses are describing what the native sees, which is not, of course, stimulations of the sensory organs. But when we want to describe the evidence, we want to describe the evidence independently of how we conceive of things.

Da: Excuse me, the evidence that the speaker has or the evidence I have for a theory?

F: Both the evidence that the speaker has and the evidence that I have for attributing this particular view to the speaker.

Q: But evidence in a peculiarly causal sense.

F: Oh yes it’s a causal sense. But we don’t want to bring the evidence all the way back to the object’s scene because that seems to already have attributed to the native a lot of reification which is very similar to our way. That’s how we would reply to Stroud I guess.

Da: That’s exactly right. And now it’s true that I hadn’t understood the notion of stimulus meaning. I hadn’t realized there was no saying when the stimulus meaning was the same except by saying it’s caused by the same external situation. But now that I see that, it seems to me that doesn’t differ. We could just leave out the talk about stimulation. I haven’t heard anything against that yet.

Q: Well, I think you’ve been hearing it from Dagfinn. And Burt pointed out these lines in Word and Object: “It’s important to think of what prompts the native’s assent to ‘Gavagai’ as stimulations and not rabbits. Stimulation can remain the same though the rabbit be supplanted by a counterfeit. Conversely, stimulation can vary in its power to prompt assent to ‘Gavagai’ because of variations in angle, lighting, and color contrast though the rabbit remain the same. In experimentally equating the uses of ‘Gavagai’ and ‘Rabbit’ it is stimulations that must be made to match, not animals”.60

Da: But made to match in what way? How do we match them? Apparently not by there being a rabbit but something else.

Q: We match them by the people facing the same scene, and now they’re getting different stimulations. But we’re matching the classes of stimulations because we’re taking the thing not only in the one instance, but in principle in all instances, all the situations, barring obvious exceptions, all the stimulations which would prompt any member of the linguistic community to assent sincerely to the query “Gavagai?” constitute the stimulus meaning or the affirmative stimulus meaning.

Da: How are we going to spell that out?

Q: In this case, we would specify it as this range of stimulations by “Gavagai?”. These would be the class of all the stimulation that would prompt all members of the community to assent to the query “Gavagai?”. So we are referring to the book except that we’re not saying it’s a rabbit. We’re talking about the stimulus.

Da: But I see us going in a little circle. How do I know to translate “Gavagai” by “Rabbit”?

Q: By being present there and seeing the rabbit.

Da: Not necessarily though.

Q: No, it could be a counterfeit you’re right. It could be a papier-mâché. That’s one reason for talking in terms of stimulations and not rabbit. But put it this way, being there and sharing stimulations with the natives where the native assents to “Gavagai”, where I would assent to “Rabbit”, each of us being perhaps deceived now and then by a counterfeit, but in all these occasions where as witnesses we unhesitatingly more or less assent to this query, “Gavagai” on the one hand, “Rabbit” on the other, those are the stimulus meanings. They would constitute the stimulus meaning of “Gavagai” for the natives and “Rabbit” for us.

Da: Now I see how you get the classes, but what I don’t see is how you know for you and for me are the same.

Q: By induction from various occasions. On one occasions here’s the rabbit and here’s the native and I ask his “Gavagai” and he says “Evet”. And then another time another native looking for a different angle, different colored rabbit maybe, same thing, and I eventually make the induction.

Da: I’m sorry but you’re not answering the question I have in mind, so I can’t have put it very well.

F: I think I see what your problem is, and maybe I could try to give you an answer. First I think there are two different ways of taking stimulation for you and that in Word and Object actually you can be interpreted in both ways. But then in Roots of Reference you came back and mentioned that then you took it in what I took to be the wrong way, because one way is to talk about the triggered nerve endings, and then you come back and discuss the problems of isomorphism on nerve endings from one person to another which raised a lot of problems because of the differences we have in our nerves.61 And then 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 …

Da: This is what Van is now completely denying. That was the thing that I roughly had in mind thinking we wanted a way of telling that the stimulus meaning was the same for him and for me that was independent of talking about rabbits.

Q: Oh, it is independent. I’m just talking about words.

Da: No, because when I asked how do you know that the stimulus meaning is the same for you and for me, then the only way that you so far told me is it’s the kind of thing that rabbits or imitations of rabbits … I’ve got the class for “Gavagai”; I’ve got the class for “Rabbit”. What I’m asking is how do I know that these are similar in the right way. I thought the answer was the kind of thing that Dagfinn is saying.

F: I have a little more left and the rest might give an answer to what really worries you. I’m a little more happy with the second, saying that the stimulation would be the class of patterns that you would get. 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” [to]62 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 the ordered pair of them would be the whole stimulus meaning. And then your worry is, but people might pick up that information in different ways. You have blind people and color blind people …

Da: Well just put it in the simply way that I keep putting it and that is now I understand what you put into the stimulus meaning of “Gavagai” and I understand what you’re going to put into the stimulus meaning of “Rabbit”. But now I want to know how you know they’re the same or similar in the right way.

Q: Oh, by taking the two photographic plates and comparing them point for point and seeing they’re exactly alike.

Da: Gosh, that’s what I thought. We’ve got two different things here. What you’re now saying is what I thought I said you said and what I thought you believed. And then to my absolute astonishment you then seemed to deny it. You said let’s not talk about patterns. If we’re going to talk about photographic plates then we talk about patterns. And this is something that we can talk about independent of talking about books and rabbits. We can compare these patterns and see whether they’re enough alike. Of course, this means all those patterns which all do or all would prompt assent or prompt assent from … I understand all about that. But the point was whether there was an independent way of telling what belongs to the class that we were to compare independent of talking about the book and the rabbit. Now we’re back to where I started. I guess I don’t understand a passage there that really seems to go wrong.

Q: Well, when I was afraid of the word “pattern” when you were using it, I was afraid that it was misleading you because I pictured you trying to compare point for point the visual pattern on my retina with the visual pattern on somebody’s retina. But now that we’re getting down to the photographic we do come to patterns where the term is relevant. Of course this isn’t going to mean that this particular pattern is the stimulus meaning. There are going to be many.

Da: It’s the ordered pair of classes of patterns. I started out by assuming that.

Q: The class of such patterns could be very heterogeneous, and the only criterion whether they’re going to constitute a stimulus meaning of anything is going to be the empirical linguistic question of whether there is, in one or another language, a sentence assent to which is prompted by just the members of this class and none outside it and there may or may not be. There doesn’t have to be much similarity. There are other associations that would bring things under a class.

Da: OK, we’re back to square one as far as I’m concerned. I’m sorry that I took for granted that you knew that I knew that it was these ordered pairs of classes of patterns, and when I talked about patterns of stimulation I was just not going through all of that. I’ve been perfectly straight about that all along. And now that’s the very thing that I’m questioning. And I’m questioning it on a number of grounds. One is it seems to me obvious that very different ordered pairs of patterns of stimulation might prompt me to assent to a sentence that is a perfectly good translation of yours. The same sort of object is out there consistently. I’m just picking it up in a different way.

Q: Yes, those are the sentences that I call non-observation sentences.

Da: Yes, but now the thing is, then I think all sentences are non-observation sentences. I think there just aren’t going to be interesting cases of this kind. Or at least we haven’t got so much reason to think so, and we’ve got some reason to think not.

Q: We do have reason to think so I think, partly in the fact that language is a social thing that we learn by our elders by being confronted with the same scenes when the words are used.

Da: OK, but look, it seems to me quite enough … all the social element is there so far as I’m concerned. The social fact is a book which is salient enough for both of us so that it causes a certain response.

Q: What did you think about this passage: “It’s important to think of what prompts the natives assent to ‘Gavagai’ as stimulations and not rabbits. Stimulations can remain the same though the rabbit be supplanted by a counterfeit. Conversely, stimulation can vary in its power to prompt assent to ‘Gavagai?’ because of variations in angle, lighting and color contrast though the rabbit re­main the same. In experimentally equating the uses of ‘Gavagai’ and ‘Rabbit’ it is stimulations that must be made to match”.63

Da: I heard that before, and I think in a way we’re talking past each other. I understand the problem of error which is what this is in part designed to take care of that, that is that people may assent to a rabbit even the plainest observation sentence even when it’s false. Any decent theory is going to have to take care of that, that is account for error. That’s what I see in favor of talking about stimulations and so on. That does say patterns of stimulation are what our assents are geared to, and it can happen that the pattern of stimulation prompts us even when so to speak there isn’t a rabbit there. From those true facts nothing follows about similarities of ordered pairs of patterns of stimulation between people who mean the same thing or are referring to the same thing, or could be translated in a certain way. What I’m objecting to is using some notion of the right kind of similarity between these ordered pairs as being the keystone to correct translation. Error has got to be taken care of somehow or other in the theory. That I take for granted. But the question that I’m raising in a way is even more fundamental, and that is whether this is the right place to begin, whether the basic thing to go on is this kind of discoverable similarity in this ordered pair as between you and me, your ordered pair and my ordered pair. And that’s the thing that seems to me to be wrong.

Dr: Now why can’t that be found by induction which is what you and Van were saying. That is, you grant that you can define stimulus meaning for me and stimulus meaning for you.

Da: Wait, induction is going to play a big part in my deciding what this ordered pair is for either of us. That’s obvious. That doesn’t touch the question of what similarity. Somehow I have the feeling that the thing that interests me isn’t what we’re discussing.

Q: This is the problem of similarity between one person’s stimulations and another person’s stimulations …

Da: And these ordered pairs of patterns of stimulations. I understand how you arrive at it for your word “Gavagai” and my word “Rabbit”. And what I’m questioning is that there’s a useful notion of similarity between those two that can be stated in any other way than by talking about books and rabbits.

Q: Yes, you wouldn’t talk about that to explain what similarity meant here. What similarity would mean between this ordered pair for you and ordered [pair] for me is that each member of the affirmative side of my ordered pair is a stimulation closely similar to one in your affirmative side and also on the negative side. Then, there’s the problem, what about closely similar [?]64? It comes up in Roots of Reference where I talk about receptual similarity as opposed to perceptual similarity, and there is a problem of failure of homology because naively my idea would be that the same nerve ending or a homologous or one very near it figures in the other pattern.65 Well now, Dagfinn’s photographic plates take care of this homology problem. So there it would be then 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 neighborhood of one another. That’s what the similarity is, no mention of “Gavagai”.

Da: That’s what I believed right from the beginning was your view. And now I think it’s very wrong.

F: I also think that there is something very problematic. That is that the same stimulus or class of patterns might be construed very different. I look at perception as also very much imbued with these kinds of intentional problems. It is a tremendous step to go from reception to perception, and you discuss it in Roots of Reference. After that you are not too happy with the way you deal with perceptual similarity because that’s really the notion we need. And I tend to agree with Don that if you took that very seriously there might be no observation sentences left.

Q: Think about how I try and get the perceptual similarity out of the receptual. As you remember I end up as saying, “no, this is not a definition. It’s just a description”.66 We can’t quite define it but this is characteristic of scientific concepts. As a near definition I won’t be able to remember the construction well enough I’m afraid, but the general idea is that receptual similarity doesn’t come at all close to perceptual similarity partly because of our innate biases and partly because of training.67 And, from the point of view of receptual similarity the class of perceptually similar patterns will be very gerrymandered and odd and leave out some things that should almost obviously be included and vice versa, one would think because of our biases. But my approach was this, that all those deviations which make finally for this sophisticated matter of percep­tual similarity are taken care of by the grouping together of classes of stimulus patterns. Here various stimulus patterns which are rather unlike one another receptually, that is the actual position of these dots on the plate, will evoke the same response for this creature. And to say that is to say that they are per­ceptually close together. And perceptual similarity is going to determine what classes are going to constitute, are capable of constituting stimulus meanings of expressions of sentences. And which do thus constitute and which ones not is going to be an empirical matter. So this receptual similarity is just a matter of the input. The perceptual is what counts. But it’s the grouping together that will determine what we count as the perceptual rather than my starting with perceptual similarity. I want to start with simple-minded input and then get the perceptual sum of these out of comparing and contrasting the elements. And in this I’m clearly very much influenced by Carnap’s approach in the Aufbau here his element [?] are global. And then he defined what he called quasi-[?] and quasi-[?] that he got small components, spots, blobs, also got colors as opposed to shades and so on, as opposed to light and dark.68 Abstraction con­sisted merely of grouping these things as wholes and it’s the grouping of them as wholes that is revealed by the unity of response say to assent to “Gavagai”. And it’s the fact that all these receptually somewhat heterogenous patterns of photographic plates all evoke the assent to the query “Gavagai” that relates them as perceptually similar. But I want perceptually similar to be the output and not the input.

F: Now that seems very reasonable that you want it as output, but there’s still more problems to come when we follow this up further, but I wonder whether the objection you had Donald might logically come to the fore.

Da: I just keep trying to think of simple ways to make what seems to me to be a pretty obvious point. Suppose that I discover the kind of thing that one does actually discover, that pretty much whenever there’s a book there there’s some sentence you assent to, and when there isn’t a book there you pretty much dissent from it. There may be times when I think there’s a book there and you don’t, and I notice something about your sensory apparatus that helps explain why it is that in most cases you don’t say it even if there is a book there, so I’m willing to go on with my hypothesis that you mean there’s a book even though you sometimes say it when there isn’t a book there. And all of my evidence as far as it goes, so far as communication is concerned works OK because it seems to be books that cause you to say this. Having done no research whatsoever on the patterns of stimulation, I now start doing this scientific work on patterns of stimulation, and 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. In fact the pattern of stimulations that causes you to say there’s a book or whatever I translate that way, there’s a sentence anyway that you assent to whenever there’s a book there, this pattern of stimulation is as close as possible to the very stimulations that make me say there’s a rabbit there. Now it seems to me given your criteria that he is saying “There’s a rabbit” whenever there’s a book there. Now here we have to choose between two very different criteria for translation. One of them is based on the causal efficacy of books in general, the other one the causal efficacy of patterns of stimulation. And it’s not a ridiculous thing to suppose that these take us into quite different directions. I think in fact they would take us in very different directions. But whether they would in fact or not is a scientific question up for grabs that seems to me something that ought not to have a whole lot to do with the basic theory of meaning.

Q: You’re thinking in terms of Dagfinn’s photographic plates.

Da: Yes.

Q: And you think these could be so different.

Da: Sure. I think they are in fact so different. Here’s my point. Please imagine the situation where in one ordinary sense communication goes along fine if I translate you on the basis of the fact that the presence of books mostly causes you to say something. And I take you to talk about books. Now, it’s an empirically independent question what patterns of stimulation it is that have caused you to say that, and that’s part of the causal chain. Now, I think this will actually happen but you can surely suppose because it’s an empirical question that the pattern of stimulation that caused you to say “There’s a book” is the very same pattern of stimulation by our standards of similarity that causes me to say “There’s a rabbit there”. There’s nothing sort of science fictiony about this.

Q: Certainly a comparison of patterns of stimulation is not any criterion for the translation of observation sentences. The criterion is sharing the scene, book, rabbit, whatever, with the native.

Da: Excuse me, but sharing the scene seems to me to be exactly ambiguous with respect to the issue at hand.

Q: By the scene I mean patch of ground. I don’t mean visual image.

Da: The concrete situation, with presence of books or rabbits.

Q: Yes. That’s a criterion. There’s nothing in the way of criterion bound up with my talk of stimulation. That’s a purely theoretical definition and absolutely no criterion. The criterion is exactly the one that you used, going out, seeing the circumstances in which the native volunteers or assents to this expression. That’s exactly what we do. And then when I get to talk about stimulation, I’m trying to get down to a theoretical account of what this relationship between me and the native does consist in finally. Physiologically that’s a kind of way. It’s no good at all as a criterion. The other thing is that I’m completely mystified still, especially 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.

Da: Well, that’s an empirical hypothesis. In the first place you say these pairs of classes of patterns aren’t the criterion. I guess I would have thought that in Word and Object and elsewhere that that’s exactly what they were.

Q: No, in chapter two of Word and Object I even threw a sort of fictitious scenario of what the field linguist would actually be doing sitting out there with the native and here’s a rabbit scurrying across, and nobody’s considering either nerve endings or photographic plates.69

Da: No, I know they’re not doing that. But it remains possible however that they’re only getting it right in case these patterns of stimulation do match in this way.

Q: If their agreement in the relevant respects of behavior that we’re interested in does have this causal background, if this is the causal analysis as far as it goes, then it follows the test I do. But it doesn’t help at all as a modus operandi.

Da: No, I didn’t think it did. The question was if these two ways of comparing, these two ways of translating the other person (even though one of them is bound to be the way we actually use, still you’ve got this other one), now, if they were to conflict, which it seems to me could easily happen, (maybe not in the rather ridiculous way that I pretended but in other ways, I mean the actual conflict wouldn’t be that two things got switched. The conflicts would really just be that you couldn’t find the right kind of similarity there at all I think for all kinds of reasons), then I’m wondering which way you’re going to go.

Q: I would go back to the drawing board. This link is certainly empirical but it seems to me to stand overwhelming to reason.

Da: Well, I’m dubious about it but it doesn’t matter. The important thing is the answer that you gave, namely if there’s a conflict what we depend upon is the causal relation between the presence of books …

Q: Yes, because I think everyone would agree pretty unhesitatingly about what would actually be done in the field …

Da: My question isn’t just about what would actually be done in the field. The question is what you would say when you found out that there was a conflict between what this kind of evidence led you to say on one end and what the thing about matching these ordered pairs said on the other hand.

Q: And my answer is that I would opt for the field.

Da: Good, now that’s not a remark about how we actually do it. It’s a decision about what really counts as being the best way to interpret or translate.

Q: Yes, and the way of looking at it is this. That is the pre-analytic situation that I’m analyzing and if the analysis doesn’t fit the pre-analytic situation the pre-analytic situation wins. This is just the typical situation.

Da: OK, but I think if we take this seriously it has some pretty far reaching consequences. What makes a translation right is that it meets this pre-analytic condition. In fact the simplest situation is one in which we discovered that exactly the same thing causes you to assent that does me. That book or this person or that rabbit causes you and causes me to assent to something, and we find there’s a system of these in cases of shared causality. It’s not just a similarity because a similarity may be or may be not in the patterns of stimulation but there’s an identity in the final cause. There’s an identity with respect to the thing that we actually interpret the sentence as being about.

Q: Certainly, and that’s why it was so natural for Carnap and others to start off with observation terms. Of course Carnap neglected such observation sentences as “It’s cold” and “It’s noisy” or “It’s raining”, but it would cover such cases as “It’s a rabbit” and “It’s a book”.70 Don’t know what it would do about “It’s a spiral nebula”. Anyway one thing was, I wanted to cover more ground than just individual terms, terms for objects. Another thing was I, as Burt was saying, didn’t want to anticipate the reification. Then incidentally there’s this matter of counterfeits. So, let’s read it for observation sentences, so then it’s not a matter in general of asking what is the object that’s prompting the response? Maybe in the case of rain it’s not a human object. And my immediate answer is, and again it’s still a naive one, no it’s not the object it’s the situation. So I want to generalize from object to situation. Well I feel very much as you do about situations à la John Perry and Barwise.71 And so I try to pin the thing down further. That’s where this invisible globe comes in. It’s where finally the stimulation patterns come in, well not quite finally because finally is Dagfinn’s photographic plates.

Da: Well, it’s not as though I was in any doubt at all as to what the things were that prompted this view. That I’ve been onto all along. But I think it’s wrong.

Dr: How can something that makes sense to you be wrong. Are you saying that as a theoretical position which the notion of observation … Stimulus meaning is a highly theoretical notion. It’s part of Quine’s general theory about evidence and language. And then he has, speaking of that notion, another highly theoretical notion called observation sentence. Now you’re suggesting I take it, and I think Dagfinn feels too, that this notion of observation sentence fails as part of Quine’s theoretical apparatus. As he’s said again and again, of course he wants to catch what happens when you say “There’s a book” and I say “There’s a book”. But he cannot start with that as his theoretical primitive. And that’s what all of this is about. So you have to suggest wherein is it wrong, namely because the notion of observation sentence now as a theoretical notion within his theory collapses, is contradictory, doesn’t get to what pre-analytically he hopes to achieve. That’s the only way it can be wrong.

Da: So far I haven’t said anything about observation sentences. I’ve just been talking about stimulus meaning and its role in the theory.

Dr: But it’s role in the theory is to define observation sentences. That’s it’s role in the theory.

Da: No I’m sorry. It plays another role which is all that I’ve been talking about. The other role is to be that one way of characterizing when one person’s obser­vation sentence has the same stimulus meaning as another person’s observation sentence.

Dr: Yes, but you can’t define observation sentence except in terms of stimulus meaning the way it was in Word and Object.

Da: What I just said didn’t say anything about observation sentences. It’s a way of characterizing correct translation of some sentences.

Q: Of just the sentences that submit to it which I call observation sentences.

Da: I’ve got an alternative way of thinking about how to do translation, the empirical basis for translation. I am stuck with what Quine properly calls the pre-analytic. And I think Quine’s further suggestion about how to understand that won’t really come out with the same results as intuition suggests we ought to end up with. Now instead of trying to define observation sentences, I’m perfectly prepared to just start out with some sentences that we agree to use as test cases.

Dr: Test cases for what?

Da: Test cases for whether or not stimulus meaning is a correct way of characterizing when two sentences of the kind that we are talking about are properly translated in terms of having nearly enough same word pairs of patterns of stimulation. Now since it’s an empirical matter, I was able to ask whether or not it could happen that you’d get different results depending on whether you used the kind of similarity of these patterns and if you used the pre-analytic notion which depends upon the causal thing being the actual presence of a book or a rabbit scampering by and so forth. The answer is no. It wouldn’t neces­sarily come out the same, and if it didn’t the thing to stick to would be the pre-analytic.

F: There’s one small difference in this conception of the pre-analytic. I think your conception is that properties at the pre-analytic stage would be that there’s a book there. And Quine wants to talk about a situation that is not the same. I think you are right that there might be an ambiguity between stimulus meaning and situation. But I think you made it clear that when you talk about the situation of the scene that is that whole constellation of molecules I guess that you have in space [?] but not individuated in this specific way that we do in talking about the book and things like that. We just have that whole length of molecules and it affects you causally in some way.

Q: Yes, that sounds good to me so far.

F: But what Quine seems to me to find question begging would be to describe what we’re now responding to as a book.

Da: Well, here I am translating him, and so far I haven’t heard any better suggestion as to how I can describe what is prompting his assents and dissents than to say it’s the presence of books, the presence of rabbits, and so forth. You’re quite right, you can say that I’m begging some questions that are very important to Quine. I see it as these being questions I don’t understand to begin with, so I don’t think I’m begging any questions.72

Q: I’m not sure I agree Dagfinn that this matter of avoiding imputation of certain reifications on the natives part mattter so much. I should be prepared to ascribe his response to the presence of a book or a rabbit as much as describe it in terms of sensory receptors which is also certainly a notion that he doesn’t have. I don’t think that’s it. 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. That’s all that [?] 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.73

F: So, in any case then there’s a difference between you because you would prefer to describe this thing here as, in your way of describing the world, a book lying there.

Da: Let’s say what I notice is that whenever there’s a book there he is caused to assent to something, and whenever there’s not a book there he’s caused not to. What’s doing the causing? Well the notion of cause is vague enough to make room for just the kinds of things we’re worried about here. It’s hopelessly vague. My evidence for the causality, of course, is just certain correlations. But I have to think it’s a causal relation. It’s not magic.

Q: I wonder if this is off of it. Yes, the book example is quite adequate. I shouldn’t object to that any more than talking about nerve endings if as much. In the case of a rabbit, it’s a rabbit. In the case of something that isn’t a seperable object like “It’s raining” or “It’s cold”, well then we think of some ad hoc thing that’s going to serve that purpose …

Da: An event. How about an event?

Q: Well, yes. Let’s do that and then let’s see what an event is according to me. And then we’re back to Dagfinn’s molecules again aren’t we. It’s that much of the environment at the time.

F: Yes, I see there was one wrong thing with my collection of molecules then that I didn’t focus enough on the perceivable thing that prompts. That is we won’t want all those molecules getting involved in the situation but only that which would be registered in some way.

Q: Yes, and how to sort those out, that was the reason for the nerve ending. So the point I tried to make last is that the individual ad hoc case is OK, but there’s still the problem of the more general formulation. That’s what drove me back you might say first to these molecules in the nerve ending covering not just the case of the book and the case of the rabbit but all cases where there’s no particular object.

Dr: Of what you pre-analytically were calling observation to get observation sentences, a purely theoretical notion.

Da: For me there isn’t a class of observation sentences. What I take to be evident is a causal relation that I observe between the sentences he assents to and things I notice in the world.

Q: And these are going to be events? That may be a way. If I saw my way of admitting the category as an unreduced category, and of course I’ve tried to accommodate it in another ontology …74 As far as I can see now I might have been attracted to that line, but I want to do things in terms of my physical ontology.

Da: Well that’s OK, but here’s the thing. It seems to me that what matters for translation or understanding, interpretation is whatever we decide are the end products of a causal chain. On the one hand is your verbal responses or dispositions to whichever … Those are both physical states one of them just …

Q: Its identity’s on the skids now.

Dr: Its disposition’s on the skids.

Q: Verbal disposition, because of the differences in the twigs of similarly trimmed bushes that the physical mechanism inside isn’t going to be sufficiently relevant for the linguistic behavior over society.75

Da: I think I’m OK. The disposition that I’m interested in is your disposition to assent, let’s say if asked. And that’s a real state that you’re in whether you’re queried or not. That’s one end of the causal chain so to speak, either the response or the disposition to the response. The other end of the causal chain for me is the things in the world that we’re going to end up talking about. Bodies, events, relations between objects.

Q: Well everything. Least common factors?

Da: No we can settle on the ontology later and I think there are plenty of problems. But I’m not going to end up with situations of course, something like that. But certainly your response is caused by something that also causes my response. That’s why we get together on something. Now here’s what I want to say. As long as we match those things up in the right way, that is, the two ends of that causal chain, on the one hand, however we think of it, the objects, events what not that we take in the end to be the subject matter of our common discourse, and on the other hand our verbal responses, as long as those match up in the right way it doesn’t matter what the details of the causal chain in between are. It’s not magic, so it’s caused. But those causal chains might go almost any which way as long as we get those basic correlations right.

Q: I think now this might be the way of bringing these two views together. You’re content to generalize by making the cause the event.

Da: Well, the causal chains here involve a lot of events that we could pick out. We want to pick out the one that relevantly touches all our responses.

Q: That’s fine for me as far as it goes. The only trouble is then I begin to worry what I’m going to take for an event. This perhaps really gets down to the essence of all this. You know I take an event just as a chunk of the physical world over the appropriate period, very brief period presumably in this case, and sufficiently wide to take in the whole whatever’s near enough to be influencing us.76 And then as I said a propos something that Dagfinn suggested, my next step was to think that’s very redundant. There’s a lot of stuff in there that has nothing to do with the case. How about sifting out some of the more relevant parts, not because it would be incorrect to have a lot of irrelevancy there but because we want to schematize and squeeze down as much as we can. So I squeezed it down to just what’s really being triggered by that event, namely the electric triggering of the nerve ending. Perhaps the way to look at it is this. For me what are serving the purpose of your events are the very specific kinds of events which are the triggering of nerve endings.

Da: I’m not denying the triggering of the nerve endings. Of course, that’s part of the causal chain.

Q: Yes, furthermore I’m not looking for a cause anymore than you or any less than you. It s just that you’re taking a cause out here, the event. I’m trying to analyze that in terms more agreeable to me and at the same time sift out irrelevancies from it as much as that can be done, although not completely be­ cause the nerve endings that are triggered at any given time are overwhelmingly irrelevant, most of them. It’s only a few that we’re going to be attending to and be able to espy. The pressure of the back of a chair against my back, that’s not it in most cases. Sometimes it is.

Da: Somehow, here we keep repeating the things we agree about. But let me once more put my finger on what I seem to think we still disagree about. Here we have these long causal chains where we can pick out all sorts of things in them. The question is where in that causal chain should we look for the relevant similarity to give us correct translations. Your answer is right here. My answer is out there. Now I think that is going to turn out to make a whale of a difference.

Dr: And the point is why Van doesn’t is because he’s resting his theoretical simplification on what he thinks stands to reason, [an] empirical fact, namely that in his physicalist sense of stimulus meaning, your sense and his sense of stimulus meaning with respect to say rabbit is going to be similar enough physically. So your difference is that you tend to think that that is too gross an empirical assumption, whereas I must say in this case agreeing with Van it’s a very very obvious physical assumption.

Da: I think not only isn’t it, but from the point of view of a philosophical interest that it makes a very big difference.

Dr: I mean if you wanted to talk about situations or events as a way of defining observation sentences you could have too, except one of the terms would be very hard to have general enough physically.

Q: Well I quote another point to that last remark of Don’s, namely going far enough out in the causal chain to get to the thing that seems to be relevant for agreement between … This is analogous to the biologist, for instance, not starting with elementary particles but going far enough up the chain of complexity of objects to get to the ones whose behavior gives him the simplest laws or the psychologist going on up higher than that and looking simply to behavior and not even to the nerves for certain purposes. Getting to the relevant level of complexity and taking that as the unit, I can sympathize with that, to think again in terms of events, going far enough out so that you’re getting the event that is common to all these people. And that way you’ve got what really matters and going on from there. My way, being governed by the motivations I’ve already described, finally getting the event down to the nerve endings, doesn’t give that relevant unity. That’s why it isn’t a criterion. It’s a theoretical analysis. But then I have the problem of getting out there far enough again to get the sort of unity, agreement between speakers that you are zeroing in on at the start by taking your events that far up. And the way I’m doing it is through this theoretical conjectural construction, going from receptual similarity to perceptual similarity. And here you’ve got all these patterns that finally we get agreement on; we get the relevant unifications. How? By finding that they are the common response of these various people to queries of this particular sentence and of this other particular sentence. And if that becomes the principle that brings the things together, you have it right from the start. And that’s the advantage that you see in your approach, and it certainly is an advantage if one isn’t trying to do some of these further things I was trying to do. I think that’s the difference.

Da: The difference is vastly reduced by one thing that you said that surprised me, and that was you get a conflict between these two things which empirically are perfectly possible. But the one to choose is the one that’s done by my old fashioned method which is just how empiricists have always talked about how you learn the meanings of words.

Dr: That’s a complicated criterion. But that’s not going to help you with any analysis.

Da: Well I don’t know what “analysis” means here. But this sounds to me more like theorizing what the actual causal chain might be like and theorizing as to whether there’d be some interesting similarities in the patterns of stimulation that cause you and would cause me to think maybe they [?] were apart and maybe they aren’t. I’m dubious in finding these. But that doesn’t diminish my interest in knowing everything I can know about the nature of a causal chain from here to there. But the point is, even if the causal chains didn’t produce anywhere along the line anything that was interestingly similar, I mean where the similarity could only be stated in terms of the similarity of what was out there, still it seems to me communication would go along perfectly OK as long as we can find these cases where something out there, let’s say something that I know to be out there most of the time causes some consistent response on your part, and the big pattern of these things fits together in the right sort of way, and I understand you. And never mind what the causal chain was like. It’s got to be causal otherwise there’s no point in thinking about it. But maybe you have infrared sensors which I don’t have, radar. Maybe some of the things that you come to believe from time to time are caused by your blood getting hotter and causing your brain directly to start operating faster, as Descartes discovered.77 Whatever that causal chain is that goes from there to there, as long as it produces a certain kind of pattern at the ends that’s what is essential. And if that’s right, and I think we’re now agreeing to that, then I think it raises a question about the idea of a kind of neutral level of evidence which has not yet been organized which everybody has to go on, the input. For me the notion of evidence undergoes a change or a clarification if one thinks of it this way.

F: I have a question for you. In your point of view this point that Quine has made so many times about [the] possibility of translating “Gavagai” as “Rabbit”, “Rabbit stage”, “Rabbithood” and “Undetached rabbit part”, that seems to disappear now because you will call it a rabbit. And that’s how it should be translated.

Da: Well, that’s the most natural way, but you see I’ve got other sentences which are true if and only if there’s a rabbit here but that don’t say that the rabbit here is such as an undetached rabbit part. And he’s prompted to assent to that at the very same time that I’m prompted to assent to “There’s a rabbit”. So I can switch this around in my interpretation of him without it making any difference at all.

F: So you would then say that as long as you can theoretically see that such a switch would be possible you’ll say you really have no right to attribute to him your particular ontology of rabbits.

Da: Well, there are two different questions that I would like to separate. One is whether the ontology is different. And the other is whether we’re making sense of reference. I say no. There’s no making sense of reference here. I can say that [?] that he’s talking about is something [?]. But that doesn’t change the ontology. It just switches around the way in which I match up words to objects. And that seems to me for free. I’m completely in agreement.

What seemed to me to be a difference, now doesn’t sound like it’s a difference between us. If one thought that there are two criteria for correct translation, one similarity of these ordered pairs of patterns of stimulation on the one hand, and gearing to the outside the thing no matter what the patterns of stimulation might be, then it is going to make a difference in how one translates, or at least in a perfectly possible way. It should. I can imagine there are things that look just like that but aren’t. The patterns of stimulation that do cause me to say “cats” cause you to say “cats”, but on the other hand I know that you haven’t ever seen a cat, just these things that look like cats. Now on my theory I’m not going to interpret you as talking about cats. In your theory you are going to interpret the other person as talking about cats even though he’s never seen one because the patterns of stimulation are exactly the same.

Q: Perhaps. But I would certainly translate his sentence by means of the word “cat”.

Da: Because the patterns of stimulation that would touch it off are the same.

Q: This is the case of the counterfeit rabbit. I would still translate “Gavagai” as “Rabbit”.

Da: Yes, I’m thinking of cases that I don’t think have to be so science fictiony as Hilary Putnam’s twin earth. Here’s this guy on twin earth who is prompted to say “water” by exactly the same patterns of stimulation as I, but he’s never seen any water.78

Q: In both of these cases I would say, according to this procedure of radical translation that would be the way the properly behaved linguist would trans­late these observation sentences of the natives. And then he might eventually make provisions in the end, very much so in the way we decide that whales aren’t fish. And retroactively I think that has to be allowed for over and over, for one thing retroactively in recognizing a segment of an observation sentence as a term designating, referring to some sort of object which is not the way we would look at it in the beginning where we have to look at it holophrastically, and further, reckoning the thing as mistranslated the first time around relative to the overall system with all the analytical hypotheses. Constantly we’re reverberating backwards and forwards. That’s the way I’ve always thought of it. So I don’t mind translating his sentence as “That’s a cat”, however wrong he may turn out to have been.

Da: Whereas I don’t think of him as being wrong at all.

Q: That’s good too. As you so well know that’s part of the whole process of where to distribute falsity in retrospect over the translations of sentences that were earnestly asserted by the natives. We do that on a minimizing basis.

Da: Let’s take this back to where we were in Heidelberg.79 There momentarily I got to you by talking about brains in vats. Here’s this brain in a vat which has patterns of stimulation which were I to have them would make me say “I’m basking on a beach in Miami right now” or whatever. We fix everything up so that the brain in the vat can’t tell. Now the situation that interests me is not the one in which a person is taken from his ordinary life, drugged and put in the machine but the situation in which this brain or person is brought up from the start in a situation which from every point of view provides the same patterns of stimulation a person would have if he were in completely different circumstances. Let’s suppose he’s in Plato’s cave. I take that person to be talking about the things which are common to us. He’s talking not about the big outside world in spite of the fact that the patterns of stimulation are of assent. He’s talking about the things that are stimulating him, namely the little figures that are making the shadows in the cave or the wheels that are turning in the machine. It’s the best common cause [?]80 I can find to explain his verbal behavior. And that’s how I’m going to decide what it is he’s talking about. He’s not being caused to talk about the outside world, because he hasn’t got any causal connections with it. He’s just being caused by this little internal globe he’s in or whatever it might be. That’s where it makes a big difference whether we look to the patterns of stimulation or to the outside causal element because in one case we make him wrong and in the other case we make him right.

Q: True, and it took science fiction to do it.

Da: But we can imagine plenty of cases which are more pedestrian but less extreme.

Q: Right, and this matter of being mistaken about [a] cat for instance could be put in [a] less extravagant setting. Yes, and I think that what happens there is by my procedure. The straight simple-minded translation of the observation sentence would be adopted by the linguist. But he’s always reserving the privilege of going back after he’s groping on for the simplest analytic hypotheses and readjusting.

Da: Right, good. Now could we come back to Stroud? If we think of Stroud’s problem as just being a question about one guy, the potential skeptic so to speak asking himself, how do I know that the pattern of stimulations I’m getting is really caused by the kind of thing that I think it’s being caused by? Everybody else is in the real world, but I’m not. Or I’m in doubt whether I am or not. The answer I am going to give is, he’s largely right in the things he believes, not largely mistaken, because the way to translate him is in terms of the common causes. I mean if we communicate at all there are causal relations between him and us and the world. And I’m just going to look and see what it is that’s causing me. Maybe it’s the interior of this globe. Maybe it’s just the workings of this machine. Never mind. I’ll do the best I can to find what external thing it is that causes him to say what he does that causes me to say certain things under the same circumstances. And that’s what he’s really thinking about, what he’s really talking about. So he’s not radically mistaken about the world at all.

Q: Well you look kindly upon private language apparently.

Da: There’s no private language here. I understand his language, and assum­ing certain things he understands mine. Well, a lot of my language he can’t understand of course because he just has no contact at all with a lot of things I do. But there’s no private language here. Oh, there are two senses of private language. One is a language that only one person speaks. I think we all have private languages in that sense. But private in the sense that it could count as a language if somebody else couldn’t understand it? No, not private in that sense.81

Q: How does the fellow learn his language.

Dr: Your answer to the Stroud question … I got lost. It seemed to me you were saying that the skeptic was right.

Da: No. I can’t formulate the skeptical question.

Dr: You can’t formulate my reinterpretation of it as two empirically equivalent theories couched in the same language with a great number of sentences being the negation to the other?

Da: No. Look, what we have to go on is his assents. Certain things cause him to assent to certain sentences and certain things cause him to dissent from those sentences. That’s what we’ve got to go on in understanding. And since that’s what we have to go on in understanding him, that is what there is to understanding him. It’s not as though that’s just our best guess and that if we had all the information and simply used it properly we’d have the right answer. That really would be what he’s talking and thinking about. Now, what’s the skeptic worried about? He thinks there are tables and chairs and so forth, and depending on the science fiction that we set up here, what he means by “table” or “chair” is going to be one kind of a thing or another. That is, whatever it is that causes him to say these things, that causes me to say there’s a so and so whatever it might be. And of course when he uses the word “table” I may have to translate this as some kind of an event in the computer he’s hooked up to or something that has been projected on his little private sphere or whatever it might be. But it’s a shared language in the sense that although he may use different words to talk about it I can interpret [?], and so we’re sharing his language in the sense that we’ve got the same interpretation for his words.

F: I have a problem with the example. I think that first it’s clearly a little incomplete because everything depends on how the brain has learned the language. And there are two possibilities. One would of course be that this was a person who in his early part of life had not been a brain in a vat but had been learning our normal language and been down at that beach in Miami. And then he was operated on, and his brain was put in a vat, and he’s continued to …

Da: Then he is massively deceived.

F: Right. The other more interesting issue is one where he has led his whole life like that and never learned a language before he got into that state. And we then certainly have to look at how that language was learned.

Da: Yes. What are the situations which we shared? What conditioned him to these responses that I was already conditioned to?

F: Even in that second interpretation I’m rather uneasy because of the distance between the example and what we are normally accustomed to in our lives. To have that brain really talk about states in a computer up …

Da: Well you can get rid of any aspect of the example you don’t like. It’s true that we have to imagine more science fiction if we’re going to have just a brain because you’re going to send out orders. As the skeptic imagined he thinks he’s moving around and gets feedback and so forth. All that has to be simulated just so we make sure that the pattern of sensations is all the same in the relevant way.

Q: I’m beginning to feel vaguely that there’s more relevance than I’d been think­ing earlier to the Stroud problem of skepticism in that the language learning and the notion of the meaning of the words are nothing more than how they’re learned, which is certainly something I’ve urged. And if we take that seriously doesn’t it become a question of what can it mean. What can our words mean? I think this is a little different from the sort of familiar suggestion which I dismissed from my own mind earlier, that what else does “real” mean and what else does “true” mean if it doesn’t mean the sort of thing that we’ve been ap­plying it to now. I’ve long argued, in fact I think it’s in “Posits and Reality”, you can warp the meanings until you get around to where you’re saying that bodies don’t exist and certain more recognized things do exist, and accounting for everything in such terms.82 But there is a question there and elsewhere, “what would good[?] words mean?” And then I began to worry again that that seems to push us in an idealistic direction, that we can’t be wrong.

Da: Massively wrong. Yes. If that’s idealism I’m all for it. I didn’t know that that was idealism.

Q: But then I feel now, am I not conflating epistemology with ontology?

Da: Well, I think so. To this extent I think they have to be conflated. It seems to me on the plainest matter that we now seem to be agreeing on, if that’s right, then truth and meaning after all come closer together.

F: I have an alternative position on this problem with epistemology and ontology. I think there are some words in our language like “truth”, “reality”, and so on that have built into them a conception of our own inability on the basis of all the evidence really to get down to a unique application of truth, that is, we are aware when we have this meta-perspective that we could have had quite a few theories of the world that might be empirically equivalent to the one that we have. And I think that the notion of truth that we use has, in a way, built into it awareness of our limitations. And that’s how we get distancing between ontology and epistemology.

Da: How is that a limitation?

F: Well, the limitation would be simply that given the same evidence we could be perfectly rational and still end up with theories quite different than the one we have. And I would look upon that as a kind of awareness of the kind of accident in part of there being [?] and their awareness that our theory doesn’t need to be privileged when compared with the other possible theories. The only thing is that we happen to have this theory and believe in it and that the word “truth” seems to be taking care of it and that’s what one says when one can differentiate between something being true and something being believed on very good grounds. That distinction could come out between regarding something as true and regarding something as a belief that we have very good reasons for. And I think that in truth, the idea of a two-valued logic, the idea of there being one common world, and not have this plurality of worlds and so on, you seem to have this kind of idea of there being a difference between ontology and epistemology. I haven’t succeeded in explaining this very well. This is what I tried to get clear in writing on this point in Husserl.83 That’s why I’m struggling with it. I feel intuitively that there is an important difference between epistemology and ontology. And the truth comes in with ontology and evidence comes in with epistemology.

Q: Yes, and it is clear that we have to distinguish between well warrented and true, both because it’s coming to the matter of a scientist doing the best possible job and coming up wrong as well as the bivalence. So there’s that.

F: We distinguish between warranted assertability and truth not only because we’re aware that further evidence could show us to be wrong, but also because we’re aware that although no further evidence could show us to be wrong, still there might be other beliefs that we could have that would also not be shown wrong with any and all the evidence. And it’s that awareness that makes us distinguish truth from warranted assertability.

[Tapes were changed here.]

“We settle for what we have … there be[ing] no higher tribunal”84 that part of the sentence, very straightforward, that’s something everybody would agree with. But it is that thing between the two commas85 that I agree with but I find it difficult to give a good justification for it.

Q: You agree with Popper?86

F: Oh yes, but if you just had meant that, we might be given to give up our theory if it turns out that the evidence goes against it. Given the context I felt that you settle for this theory you have, and even if no further evidence should come up against it, even if it is actually compatible with all possible evidence, you are aware that there are other theories that are also compatible with all possible evidence. And you therefore are tentative in the sense that you are not regarding the theory you hold as true, although it is completely warrantable in the face of all possible evidence.

Da: I don’t see how that’s a limitation in the first place, but if I discover that there’s an alternative theory which is genuinely alternative and in some sense or other both allows me to describe and explain all the same phenomena, I’m not going to have two different notions of truth. I’m going to hang on to both of them. Such theories are hard to come by, and if I’ve got two of them …

Q: That’s a big problem that I assume you want to kick around. Dagfinn’s formula here is independent of that as far as I can see. What I would say in answer to what I take your point to be is that we do settle for what we have as truth. And then what’s tentative is that I might be wrong in settling for it as true.

F: But that’s because the evidence might turn out that way.

Dr: Exactly. I want to ask you this one question. If I understand you now, and it seems that there’s been a tremendous amount of ambiguity in our discussion, what do you mean by an “observation sentence” given your notion now? And then what do you mean by an “empirically equivalent theory”? You see you deliberately did not reply to my question earlier, “what do you say to my reply to the Stroud question”, and you took it back. You put truth in it again and it’s quite right that you should give them a theory of meaning and theory of translation. But that now seems to me far from what presumably we have been talking about. I’m not saying it’s right or wrong, or I’m not critical of it. What do you mean by “observation sentence”? If you don’t have a notion of observation sentence then what do you mean by “two empirically equivalent theories”?

Da: Yes, I actually don’t attach any clear meaning to the notion of two em­pirically equivalent theories until one settles from my point of view relatively arbitrarily on some set of sentences and says we’re going to count these as the things where we’re not going to rearrange the truth value of [?]. Call those the whatever sentences. Now the empirically equivalent theories are ones that just do preserve all those truths.

Q: Here we’re getting to the real difference that helps explain perhaps my trying to drive these things down to triggering of nerve endings. And to make observationality or evidence just a parameter and relativize everything to make it independent of the senses is to give up science.

Da: I don’t think it’s to give up science. I think it’s to give up a certain view about the nature of meaning and a certain epistemological view, and in a sense not to put anything in their place. But I don’t think it’s to give up science in the slightest.

Q: But the question then arises, “what is the connection between words and world?”

Da: Good, and now I’ll answer that. What I look for, not very unlike you, is those sentences of the other person where assent and dissent seems most cleanly geared to changes in the external world that I can easily observe. I see that you are caused to assent or dissent by clear things that cause me to assent or dissent.

Q: Well good. This as you say is a bit vague, but this is very much what I’m after with observation sentences.

Da: These are certainly occasion sentences.87 Furthermore I’m looking specifically for causal relations. So, it’s not all that unlike observation sentences. I’m not saying anything about sameness of stimulus meaning. I’m just looking for these correlations.

Dr: You’re not interested in giving a clean-cut explicit definition of these notions either are you, which is what we’ve been talking about. What puts Van in the direction it does is that he felt that was essential for a proper theory of translation. He wanted to have some theoretically clean notion in giving the theory.

Da: But the trouble was, as it turns out this wasn’t part of the theory because it wasn’t a criterion.

Q: Well it’s a question of what you mean by “criterion”. When I say “criterion” I mean an effective test. I mean method of recognition. I don’t mean definition. And when I say “It’s not a criterion” that’s what I mean. It’s definition, not the test.

Da: OK, I’m trying to organize, in a way that we both accept as the test, in different ways. And there are going to be some vaguenesses where I end up.

Q: And I think also that at that end there probably isn’t going to be a whole lot of difference.

Da: I don’t think a lot, but there’ll be some because for one thing I’m going to notice all cases where there are causal connections between assent and dissent and saying things. And of course the one where we’re going to have the most agreement will be the cases where we also agree on our scientific background.

Dr: Are you giving me a method of how to carry out a translation, or are you going to give me a theoretical account of what it is to give a translation. Or don’t you want to draw that distinction?

Da: I don’t.

Dr: I see, but that already shows something that really differs. You are not interested in giving, as far as I can tell, clean explications of almost any of the notions that you used, which is what pushed Van in such a direction.

Da: OK, I haven’t done it where I think one runs into error if one does it in certain ways anyway. And I don’t know a better way. I put some of my cards on the table by saying why I think things would go wrong if one were to use similarity in this photographic kind of way of sets of patterns of stimulations.

Q: Yes, but I think maybe there’s still some misunderstanding there because that’s where that big transition comes between what in Roots of Reference I call receptual similarity and perceptual similarity. And it’s only the perceptual similarity that’s going to count in the end, and this isn’t much like matching up these photographic plates.88
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See Dummett (1975, 1976). These two papers are reprinted in Dummett (1993) together with other writings on the philosophy of language.



See Quine (1974, 38–39). The point at issue is this: “I see a tiger” is a plausible example of an observation sentence. But there is a sense in which, when uttered by A, this sentence does not express what it does when uttered by B, for “I” would refer to different people. It is thus important to keep in mind that, prior to the acceptance of analytic hypotheses, observation sentences are construed holophrastically and thus lack internal semantic complexity. From this perspective there is thus no difference between “I see a tiger” and the subject-less “There is a tiger”.



For Carnap, protocol sentences express the results of observations (Carnap 1937b, 317). Carnap is a pluralist about the form protocol sentences can take, and for instance allows “it is raining” and “there’s a dog here” as possible protocol sentences (Carnap 1932). It is therefore not clear what contrast between Carnap and Quine Dreben intends to stress.



See the discussion starting on page 131.



In the reply to Hintikka’s chapter in Words and Objections, Quine does discuss assent. His emphasis is not on the relation to truth, however, but rather on whether there has to be a standard sign to express assent like the English word “yes” (Quine 1969g, 312).



Dreben has the following passage in mind:


It has been objected that when I talk of query and assent I am not really escaping mentalism after all, because assent itself has a mental component. It is objected that assent is no mere mindless parroting of an arbitrary syllable; utterance of the syllable counts as assent only if there is the appropriate mental act behind it. Very well, let us adopt the term surface assent for the utterance or gesture itself. My behavioural approach does indeed permit me, then, only to appeal to surface assent; assent as I talk of it must be understood as surface assent. This behavioural notion has its powers, however, and must not be underrated. For the syllable or gesture of assent in a community is not identified at random, after all; it is itself singled out, in turn, by behavioural criteria. One partial criterion of what to count as a sign of assent is that a speaker is disposed to produce that sign whenever a sentence is queried in circumstances in which he would be disposed to volunteer the sentence himself. Even surface assent, thus, is not just the parroting of any arbitrary syllable. Granted, some cases of surface assent are insincere, but happily they are rare enough, as I have already remarked, to permit the field linguist still to find laws and translations on the strength of statistical trends. (Quine 1975a, 91)



Quine doesn’t say whom exactly he is responding to, but see Beatty (1974, 100–02) for possible candidates.



This may refer to the following strategy proposed in the passage quoted in note 144: To ascertain whether a sign A should be construed as assenting to a queried sentence S, one should check whether the speaker is also disposed to assert S itself in the same situation.



See Quine (1960, 29–30; 1969g), and Hintikka (1969, 70–73).



See the Hyper-Pythagoreanism of Quine (1976).



See Quine (1978, 1986e) for more on Quine’s notion of factuality.



The difference between Quine and Skinner can be illustrated in terms of a distinction between three levels of explanation Quine distinguishes in “Mind and Verbal Dispositions”:


… we may distinguish three levels of purported explanation, three degrees of depth: the mental, the behavioural, and the physiological. The mental is the most superficial of these, scarcely deserving the name of explanation. The physiological is the deepest and most ambitious, and it is the place for causal explanations. The behavioural level, in between, is what we must settle for in our descriptions of language, in our formulations of language rules, and in our explications of semantical terms. (Quine 1975a, 87)



For Quine, a physiological explanation of behaviour (both linguistic and otherwise) in terms of an agent’s neural processes is thus more fundamental than a behavioural explanation, even though in practice we usually have to settle for the latter. Skinner, on the other hand, is much more skeptical about the value of explanations in terms of physical states and emphasises the primacy of behavioural explanations:


Pavlov, as a physiologist, was interested in how the stimulus was converted into neural processes and in how other processes carried the effect through the nervous system to the muscles and glands. The subtitle of his book is An Investigation of the Physiological Activity of the Cerebral Cortex. The “physiological activity” was inferential. We may suppose, however, that comparable processes will eventually be described in terms appropriate to neural events. Such a description will fill in the temporal and spatial gaps between an earlier history of conditioning and its current result. The additional account will be important in the integration of scientific knowledge but will not make the relation between stimulus and response any more lawful or any more useful in prediction and control. Pavlov’s achievement was the discovery, not of neural processes, but of important quantitative relations which permit us, regardless of neurological hypotheses, to give a direct account of the behaviour in the field of the conditioned reflex. (Skinner 1953, 54, see also 27–29)



Relevant papers by Quine on this topic are Quine (1953b, 2008b). For further discussion see Verhaegh (2019b, 2019a).



See Davidson (1970).



Transcript has “a sense”.



Transcript has “account”.



See Davidson (1975, esp. 14).



Transcript has “???”.



Transcript has “we they”.



Stroud (1981), Quine (1981e).



For a canonical statement of the positivist stance Quine has in mind see the discussion of realism, idealism, and the external world in Carnap’s Scheinprobleme in der Philosophie (Carnap 1928b, secs. 9–10).



This is plausible since, as reconstructed in note 62, Quine only switched from an ecumenical to a sectarian stance in late 1984.



Quine (1981e, 474).



Quine (1981e, 474).




 Our scientific theory can indeed go wrong, and precisely in the familiar way: through failure of predicted observa­tion. But what if, happily and unbeknownst, we have achieved a theory that is conformable to every possible observation, past and future? In what sense could the world then be said to deviate from what the theory claims? Clearly in none, even if we can somehow make sense of the phrase ‘every possible observation’. Our overall scientific theory demands of the world only that it be so structured as to assure the sequences of stimulation that our theory gives us to expect. More concrete demands are empty, what with the freedom of proxy functions. (Quine 1981g, 22) 





This sounds as if Quine mentions Dreben on the very page under discussion, but in fact Dreben is only thanked in the preface to the volume and in another unrelated context (Quine 1981f, 85 n 9).




 But it is a confusion to suppose that we can stand aloof and recognize all the alternative ontologies as true in their several ways, all the envisaged worlds as real. It is a confusion of truth with evidential support. Truth is immanent, and there is no higher. We must speak from within a theory, albeit any of various …

 Radical skepticism stems from the sort of confusion I have alluded to, but is not of itself incoherent. Science is vulnerable to illusion on its own showing, what with seemingly bent sticks in water and the like, and the skeptic may be seen merely as overreacting when he repudiates science across the board. (Quine 1981g, 21–22) 





Quine (1981g, 21).



Quine (1981g, 21–22).



Quine (1984).



Quine (1981g, 22).



The brackets are in the original transcript, including some question marks.



Quine (1981g, 22).



Quine (1981g, 22), see previous note 62.



This refers to Quine’s paper “The Way the World Is”, which was written for Harvard’s 350th anniversary in March 1986 and posthumously published in Quine (2008a, 166–71).



Quine (1960, 22).



Some illuminating passages are:


I began this account with an avowal of naïve realism. I deferred to science on how the world is. I may seem now to have argued myself rather into a free-floating idealism, where even the physical objects attested to by science can be reconstrued at will. The apparent conflict dissolves when we distinguish between ratio essendi and ratio cognoscendi; between questions of fact and questions of evidence … there is utter slack, we found, between the mere structure contributed by an ontology of objects and the particular ontology adopted for the purpose. This is a finding regarding evidence: a finding regarding the relation between the stimulation undergone by the scientist and the theory produced by him. It is not a finding regarding what objects there really are in the world. For that we look, as always, to the theory produced by the scientist, in all his fallibility. (Quine 2008d, 170–71) 





Quine had given lectures with this title at a number of universities, and this material was developed into “Things and Their Place in Theories” (Quine 1981g, 1).



The Husserl book does not seem to have appeared. Føllesdal discusses the similarities between Husserl and Quine on reification in Føllesdal (1994b, 132–36), and quotes a passage where Husserl talks about the positing (“setzen”) of an objective spatiotemporal reality in Føllesdal (1994a, 306).



Quine (2008d, 171). This distinction goes back at least to Kant’s Critique of Practical Reason (Kant [1788] 1997, 4 n).



Garbled transcription, in full the last two sentences read:


Our reflections on evidence taught us that other answers preserving the same structure would fit all evidence equally well; hence also that they would fit it no better. We settle for what we have, in full scientific tentativity, there being no higher tribunal. (Quine 2008d, 171) 





Transcript has “if” for “it” (including the quotation marks).




 … all the followers of science are fully persuaded that the processes of investigation, if only pushed far enough, will give one certain solution to every question to which they can be applied … They may at first obtain different results, but, as each perfects his method and his processes, the results will move steadily together toward a destined centre … This great law is embodied in the conception of truth and reality. The opinion which is fated to be ultimately agreed to by all who investigate, is what we mean by the truth, and the object represented in this opinion is the real. That is the way I would explain reality. (Peirce 1878, 299–300) 





Transcript has “has”.



Transcript has “sensors”.



Transcript has “if”.



Given the context this might be “kept” rather than “skipped”.



Call an expression autological if it applies to itself, e.g., “short”, which is a short word. Call an expression heterological if it does not apply to itself, e.g., “long”, which is not a long word. The Grelling–Nelson paradox arises by considering whether “heterological” is heterological or not (Grelling and Nelson 1907). In “Der Wahrheitsbegriff in den formalisierten Sprachen”, Tarski’s argument for the indefinability of truth is largely based on the Liar paradox, but he does mention the possibility (and some advantages) of drawing on Grelling–Nelson in Tarski (1936, 279 n 9).




 There is no logical impossibility in the hypothesis that the world sprang into being five minutes ago, exactly as it then was, with a population that “remembered” a wholly unreal past. (Russell 1921, 159) 





Dreben is alluding to this passage:


In the narrowest sense, we may say that physics is “true” if we have the perceptions which it leads us to expect. In this sense, a solipsist might say that physics is true; for, although he would suppose that the sun and moon, for instance, are merely certain series of perceptions of his own, yet these perceptions could be foreseen by assuming the generally received laws of astronomy. So, for example, Leibniz says:


Although the whole of this life were said to be nothing but a dream, and the visible world nothing but a phantasm, I should call this dream or phantasm real enough, if, using reason well, we were never deceived by it.



(Russell 1927, 8) 





Transcript has “??? Ethics”, including the quotation marks.



See note 197 for two such passages.



Transcript has “am”.



The definition in Word and Object goes as follows:


We may begin by defining the affirmative stimulus meaning of a sentence … for a given speaker, as the class of all the stimulations (hence evolving ocular irradiation patterns between properly timed blindfoldings) that would prompt his assent. More explicitly … a stimulation σ belongs to the affirmative stimulus meaning of a sentence S for a given speaker if and only if there is a stimulation σʹ such that if the speaker were given σ′, then were asked S, then were given σ, and then were asked S again, he would dissent the first time and assent the second. We may define the negative stimulus meaning similarly with ‘assent’ and ‘dissent’ interchanged, and then define the stimulus meaning as the ordered pair of the two. (Quine 1960, 32–33) 





In Word and Object they are defined as follows:


Occasion sentences whose stimulus meanings vary none under the influence of collateral information may naturally be called observation sentences, and their stimulus meanings may without fear of contradiction be said to do full justice to their meanings. (Quine 1960, 42)



See note 190 for the definition of stimulus meaning, note 223 for the definition of a occasion sentences, and note 282 for later and slightly different definitions of what an observation sentence is.



In “Testability and Meaning”, Carnap defined observability as a property of certain predicates:


A predicate ‘P’ of a language L is called observable for an organism (e.g. a person) N, if, for suitable arguments, e.g. ‘b’, N is able under suitable circumstances to come to a decision with the help of few observations about a full sentence, say ‘P(b)’, i.e. to a confirmation of either ‘P(b)’ or ‘~P(b)’ of such a high degree that he will either accept or reject ‘P(b)’. (Carnap 1936, 454–55)



This presupposes that certain terms refer to observable objects, and in later work Carnap thus characterises the observation language as using “terms designating observable properties and relations for the description of observable things or events” (Carnap 1956c, 38). In Word and Object Quine criticised the focus on terms as premature, since at the initial stages of investigation the distinction between whole sentences, terms, and predicates cannot be taken for granted yet (Quine 1960, 53). Russell made a similar point against Carnap in his Inquiry into Meaning and Truth (Russell 1940, 313–14), which Quine reviewed (Quine 1941).



Transcript has “horses”.



A proposal that revives this idea, as well as the “photographic plate” suggestion Føllesdal is about to bring up, has recently been developed by Gary Kemp (2021).



This is how Quine motivates his preference for proximal stimulations over distal objects in the revised edition of Pursuit of Truth from 1992:


My naturalism does allow me free reference to nerve endings, rabbits, and other physical objects, so I could place the stimulus out where Davidson does without finessing any reification on the subject’s part. But I am put off by the vagueness of shared situations. (Quine 1992, 41–42)



But initially Quine had given a different reason for not following Davidson, see note 208.



Quine (1960, 31).



The relevant passage is:


… we have appealed to receptual similarity between episodes a and a′ of two subjects. The subjects share no receptors, so it is no longer a question of matching the two classes of receptors on the score of their sharing most of their members. It becomes a question rather of how nearly homologous, anatomically, most of the members of one class are with those of the other. Vagueness mounts, since the receptors of different subjects are far from homologous. (Quine 1974, 23–24)



Quine had earlier made the same point in “Propositional Objects”:


And yet there is, in the detail of the underlying notion of stimulation pattern, a cause for worry. It seems vital that in correlating one subject’s verbal behavior with another’s, for instance as a basis for translating one language into another, we be able to equate one subject’s stimulation to another’s. Yet how are we to do so? If we construe stimulation patterns my way, we cannot equate them without supposing homology of receptors; and this is absurd, not only because full homology is implausible, but because it surely ought not to matter. (Quine 1969e, 157) 





Transcript has “though”.



Quine (1960, 31).



Transcript has “two”.



Quine (1974, 23–24), see previous note 197.




 For that matter, we cannot consider ourselves to have defined perceptual similarity even for the best of cases. For such cases I have propounded a behavioral condition that is a sufficient condition but not a necessary one … This behavioral condition for perceptual similarity serves merely to earmark a hypothetical mechanism in terms of one of its key traits. (Quine 1974 ,18) 





Some key passages:


Episodes are receptually similar to the degree that the total set of sensory receptors that are triggered on the one occasion approximates the set triggered on the other occasion. Perceptual similarity, on the other hand, is a bundle of second-order dispositions to behavior …

 … let us attribute a property to all episodes in the receptual neighborhood of an episode a when what we mean is that there is an episode d that is not receptually identical with a and is such that every episode that is receptually more similar to a, than d is, has the property in question …

 a is shown to be perceptually more similar to b than to c when the subject has been conditioned to respond in some fashion to all episodes in the receptual neighborhood of b, and to withhold that response from all those in the receptual neighborhood of c, and is then found to so respond to those in the neighborhood of a. (Quine 1974, 16–18)





The basic building blocks of Carnap’s construction in the Aufbau are Elementarelerbnisse (elementary experiences). Elementarelerbnisse are construed holistically as encompassing all the various experiences a subject has at a certain time. Somehow we want to single out more specific experiences, such as seeing red, based on this holistic starting point. In order to do this Carnap develops the method of Quasianalyse (quasi-analysis), which he describes as a “synthesis that takes the linguistic form of an analysis” (Carnap 1928a, sec. 74, my translation). Elementarelerbnisse do not have internal structure in themselves, and so we cannot take an Elementarelerbnis and break it down into its atomic parts—thus genuine analysis (in the sense of decomposition) is not an option. We can, however, collect sets of Elementarelerbnisse according to certain relations they bear to each other. Much of the detailed work Carnap does in the Aufbau is devoted to finding quasi-analyses of pre-theoretic notions, such as experiencing red, by means of finding appropriate definitions for sets of Elementarelerbnisse. Goodman gives a concise and helpful summary of Carnap’s construction in Goodman (1966, ch. V). Quine also mentions the parallel to Carnap’s Aufbau in Quine (1974, 16).



Quine (1960, 29–30).



Carnap’s early writings on protocol sentences do actually cover cases like “it is raining” (Carnap 1932), note 141, but as described in note 192 he came to focus on sentences in which observable predicates are applied to terms. In his “In Praise of Observation Sentences” Quine thus comments:


Neurath and Carnap were on the right track here, in focusing on protocol sentences. But terms predominated in Carnap’s further writings. (Quine 1993, 110) 





Barwise and Perry (1983).



Strikingly, in the first edition of Pursuit of Truth from 1990, Quine does suggest that the problem with Davidson’s approach is precisely that it presupposes the reification of books, rabbits, and the like:


My naturalism does allow me free reference to nerve endings, rabbits, and other physical objects, but my epistemology permits the subject no such starting point. His reification of rabbits and the like is for me part of the plot, not to be passed over as part of the setting. (Quine 1990a, 41–42)



Quine changed his mind in the revised edition from 1992, however, in which the above passage is replaced with the one quoted in note 195. Quine discusses the change between editions in an interview with Yasuhiko Tomida:


… I was confused then, I think. I just caught it lately in going over those things, and changed it in this new version. Namely, I had the notion that since I want to study the subject’s reification, his gradual step by step, reifying of rabbits and the like. I don’t want to assume that he’s already done that for start. And, whereas I accused Davidson of assuming that to begin with, now I see that this is wrong. Because I also am assuming in my account even of stimulation at surface, I’m assuming a surface, I’m assuming nerve endings, I’m assuming, as I was aware of, that. And in that, without supposing that the subject even knows about nerve endings … if I liked, and Davidson does like, I could start with rabbits and talk about these stimulations in terms of rabbits without my supposing that he has reified rabbits, and I could still study his gradual reification. So that was the wrong defense. I assumed that I was right early and late in insisting on the surface stimulation. But I couldn’t entirely appreciate why. Now I think I do. The problem has nothing to do with not wanting to assume reification in advance, nothing to do with that. The reason is just to have simple, easily comparable units to talk about. When I talk about stimulations, instead of the chaos of outside things, everything is localized. And, so that, it’s a question of just what conveniently we can speak of as the cause, what we can speak of conveniently as that to which the observation sentence is conditioned. (Quine and Tomida 1993) 





In what sense is Barwise and Perry’s concept of a situation “uncritical”? Presumably Quine has misgivings about their choice of situations as metaphysically and epistemologically primitive:


From both a metaphysical and an epistemological point of view we think of real situations as basic, with objects, properties, relations, and space-time locations arising as uniformities across them. (Barwise and Perry 1983, 50)



The situation is complicated by the fact, however, that in practice Barwise and Perry “follow the lead of language and take objects, relations, and locations as the primitives of our theory, reconstructing situations from them” (Barwise and Perry 1981, 668–69).



See the following note 212 for Quine’s preferred reduction of events to portions of four-dimensional space-time.




 Different persons growing up in the same language are like different bushes trimmed and trained to take the shape of identical elephants. The anatomical details of twigs and branches will fulfill the elephantine form differently from bush to bush, but the overall outward results are alike. (Quine 1960, 8) 






 Physical objects, conceived thus four-dimensionally in space-time, are not to be distinguished from events or, in the concrete sense of the term, processes. Each comprises simply the content, however heterogeneous, of some portion of space-time, however disconnected and gerrymandered. (Quine 1960, 171)



For more on events see note 234.



In The Passions of the Soul, Descartes describes how agitations of the blood can affect the brain and thereby influence the mind. Here’s one example:


One sees this in the case of those who have drunk a lot of wine: the vapours of the wine enter the blood rapidly and rise from the heart to the brain, where they turn into spirits which, being stronger and more abundant than those normally present there, are capable of moving the body in many strange ways. (Descartes 1984, 334) 





See Putnam (1975).



See note 133.



Transcript has “set of quotes”.



It is terminologically helpful to distinguish between a solitary language that is only spoken by one person, and a private language that (purports to) to refer to purely private objects like sensations.



Quine probably has the following passage in mind:


Something went wrong with our standard of reality. We became doubtful of the reality of molecules because the physicist’s statement that there are molecules took on the aspect of a mere technical convenience in smoothing the laws of physics. Next we noted that common-sense bodies are epistemologically much on a par with the molecules, and inferred the unreality of the common-sense bodies themselves. Here our bemusement becomes visible. Unless we change meanings in midstream, the familiar bodies around us are as real as can be; and it smacks of a contradiction in terms to conclude otherwise. Having noted that man has no evidence for the existence of bodies beyond the fact that their assumption helps him organize experience, we should have done well, instead of disclaiming evidence for the existence of bodies, to conclude: such, then, at bottom, is what evidence is, both for ordinary bodies and for molecules. (Quine 1966a, 238) 





See note 175 for more about Føllesdal on Husserl.



Quine (2008d, 171).



I.e., “in full scientific tentativity” (Quine 2008d, 171).



By embracing “scientific tentativity” Quine apparently means to endorse Popper’s famous principle that “it must be possible for an empirical scientific system to be refuted by experience” (Popper 1959, 41).




Occasion sentences, as against standing sentences, are sentences such as ‘Gavagai’, ‘Red’, ‘It hurts’, ‘His face is dirty’, which command assent or dissent only if queried after an appropriate prompting stimulation. (Quine 1960, 35–36) 





See note 203 on the distinction between receptual and perceptual similarity.
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3 Third Day: Thursday, 17 July 1986


3.1 Third Day: Morning


 Dr: Donald, could I start by trying to recapitulate Van’s position and what I take to be yours. To start with, what Van with the notion of observation sentence is trying to do is to give a precise technical notion which will be a theoretical notion in his proposed theory of evidence and language learning. An observation sentence is supposed to be the technical correlate which he has to define quite explicitly. That’s the task he’s setting himself. So, he can begin to give a theoretical analysis of the notion of evidence and the relation of evidence to a scientist’s theory. That I take to be his fundamental enterprise. And this is theoretical. And it all has to satisfy the constraints of being physicalistic. That is very essential because he says explicitly at the end of the first chapter of Word and Object, what we want to do is to ponder physically, within our ongoing physical theory, the learning of language, which is taken as a physical enterprise.1 He uses the notion of stimulus meaning which itself is a technical notion explicitly defined and hence quite a high-level theoretical notion in fact, but it’s all spelled out to get you to observation sentence. The notion of stimulus meaning of course is as physicalistic as any notion there could be, that is, it deals with nerve endings which is a high-level already physical notion. And there’s not much difficulty defining stimulus meaning granted that we can give, in this strict sense of physical, some adequate physical analysis of the general notion of assent, and Van’s notion of surface assent, which is a way of getting in which I brought along in case we want to get into the details.2 Surface assent is the physicalist surrogate of full-fledged intentional assent. Just like stimulus meaning in no way gives you meaning in the intuitive sense, so Quine’s use of assent to get stimulus meaning is also not full-fledged assent, the intuitive notion. But he has to get enough of it, and he is not giving you a precise definition of this surface assent, although he could, to get you to stimulus meaning. Now, what really was interesting yesterday as I saw it, and it’s never quite been made explicit but it is quite implicit particularly once you get to Roots of Reference, is that Van’s notion of stimulus meaning to get you to observation sentence (which has to be a public notion, not a private notion observation sentence, that’s critical) rests on the notion of perceptual similarity because, as you pointed out, there is an empirical fact that, not the definition of stimulus meaning, and that not even the definition of observation sentence rests on, but the appropriate sufficient use of observation sentence as a reconstruction of the real notion of evidence must rest on. It rests on an empirical fact, namely that they can make sense of perceptual similarity in such a way that he can talk about similarity of stimulus meaning between you and me so we can get to observation sentence which has to be public for you and me. This is the task he’s set himself, though he’s never quite put it this way.


Now what I think you’ve made a real contribution in the discussion from my viewpoint is to point out that there is this empirical assumption that Van did say stands to reason. So he’s never really spelled it right out, but he did grapple with it in the first twenty pages of Roots of Reference. It’s not present in this way at all in Word and Object. And there there are two notions. There is receptual similarity, which is a real physical notion again not explicitly defined but could be, and Dagfinn’s notion of photographic plates is a real asset there. And then comes the keynote, perceptual similarity, which Van goes out of his way to say he’s not defining. It’s like surface assent in that sense because he’s not defining it but he’s indicating that we can make sense of this notion enough physically so that there are good grounds to think that the notion of stimulus meaning that he is explicitly defining, his basic technical notion, can function in the way it’s supposed to function. Now, that could say, it’s built into all of this, and it should be built into all of this because this is supposed to be a genuine physical theory that Van can make a mistake. Once you give up analytic/synthetic and all this, naturally he has to be open to be wrong. Otherwise he’s not doing serious science. He’s giving you a proper scientific theory. It has to be wrong. But he’s assuming, he’s not proved it, but in the theory that is being suggested it would be a theorem. It would be a theorem of stimulus meanings based upon further explicit physical facts which he’s embedding in this notion of receptual similarity and perceptual similarity. There would be a theorem where your stimulus meaning and my stimulus meaning will satisfy certain conditions so we can get observation sentences. Now that’s really what’s going on.

Now, as I read you, it’s not necessarily that you would attack this, but this is not where you began nor was that your primary interest. However, if we replace the notion of stimulus meaning with your notion of event as a primitive notion we could perhaps … and that’s what I took the interchange between you and Quine to be doing when you went from book and situation and so forth. So we’re trying to find some basic general notion. Remember that was the point of observation sentence and stimulus meaning, some basic general notion so that we could build up a theoretical account, a theoretical reconstruction, of the relation of evidence to a scientific theory and learning of language, because Quine puts those two together, which may or may not again be the right way to cut the pie, but he is doing that.3 And if you took your notion of event, could we duplicate what Quine is doing? Now there is this advantage to what you are suggesting and also a disadvantage. This is entirely theoretical. You are beginning from Quine’s viewpoint, and the way I’m putting it now, in media res. The way you’re starting with your notion of event, as I’m interpreting it, the book is on the table say, which we both can see, this whole problem of perceptual similarity you are bypassing. You’re starting out with the common agreement. But from the theoretical viewpoint it could be said, and this is what Quine has been saying for a long time, that should not remain unanalyzed. But if you and Quine are really doing the same thing except that Quine is digging deeper, not necessarily that it’s more important to be deeper but he just is from this viewpoint, then we ought to be able to get from you exactly what Quine gets and vice versa once we grant that event will play the same role as Quine’s stimulus meaning having the advantage that the theorem, leading right to observation sentence, is immediate. But somehow you do not draw the same conclusions from that. At least it seems not.

Let’s return now to the Stroud question. You see when I reinterpreted the Stroud question I was reinterpreting it to make sense within this Quinean picture. The real skeptical question, the traditional one, namely we have all the same sense data but the world could be different. That use of experience, subjective experience, now the physicalist Quine, of course called meaningless from the beginning. That’s what he does in Word and Object.4



Da: This is a red herring.

Dr: OK, I’m sorry. But what is not a red herring is the way I said take the Stroud question to talk about two empirically equivalent theories, remember empirically equivalent means they have all the same observation conditionals that they reduce down to, which is a physicalist notion. And now, in the same language, we want to know what we do with it, which is still an open question as far as I can see from this perspective. Whereas from Quine it’s an open question, you starting with event, answered the question. And where I got lost yesterday … all I did was to take Davidson a step higher than Quine began, but you were supposed to end up with the same theorem at this point …

Da: Same theorem?

Dr: About perceptual similarity because event has it built in already. You could get Quine’s observation sentences just like Quine does because Quine uses this machinery to get to observation sentence. Now if I replace the machinery of stimulus meaning and perceptual similarity with some notion like event which has built into it quick agreement, there ought to be a Davidson observation sentence which functions just like the Quine. And then my formulation of the Stroud problem should be the same for both of you. But at that point I got caught because you gave an answer which presumably Quine … and yet I couldn’t see how he could give so quickly. And 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. He’s paying a price for that. He maybe has a notion that won’t function. I think it will, but it rests on an empirical assumption.

Q: I think that’s great. The only slight emendation I would suggest, I wouldn’t say that Don really begins in medias res I would say he clenches in medias res but he begins in mediis rebus.5

Dr: Yes, you’re quite right. Your Latin’s always been better than mine.

F: I have this one question. There was one point earlier that I don’t think can be right. That was that you contested the invariable regularity of having 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 …

Da: I’ve heard this again and again.

F: But you still disagree with it? Because I could see that martians could be different and we would have to find out what kind of things they respond to, but with humans …

Da: I think I’ve already addressed that. The point for me it seems to me shouldn’t really enter in a big way, the question to what extent are these retinal patterns actually the same which would touch off the same response. I am much more skeptical than you or Quine about how similar they really are. But the point really is, according to Quine, if we got a conflict between using that and just saying well we get the same response to the book, then the latter would be the one that ruled.

Dr: That’s the ball that we have our eye on. When Quine said that and used “criterion”, that was non-theoretical. That’s not part of this theory that we’re talking of. I know this troubles you when I say that.

Da: It does indeed. It just sounds like words to me.

Dr: But let me explain. We’re defining observation sentence, right. And we have to have in it this notion of perceptual similarity. Now, these are supposed to be notions of an ongoing physical theory, of a genuine theory, part of some scientific theory that Quine has adumbrated. Given any scientific theory that’s supposed to be serious you have to apply it. Now it’s in the application of these notions, say of similarity between stimulus meanings, it’s when you use it, then you have your behaviorist criterion in application of deciding whether or not you and I have had the same stimuli and so forth. And if in general it turns out that most of the time that you’re trying to apply the Quinean technical notion, doing something with the goddamn theory not just talking about it, it turns out that most of the time, the regular behaviorist criterion that we have says no you don’t agree, then it turns out that Quine has to go back to the drawing board. It’s as if you gave a definition of “momentum”, and you spell it all out, but you try to apply the goddamn things and it turns out to be wrong. Now that’s what Van meant by “criterion”, and that’s what Van meant when he said yes to you and then later no to you. And it’s not just words to talk about whether you’re building a theory and whether you’re using a theory. This is the most basic distinction we have in understanding or doing a science. This is Van’s use of “criterion”.

Da: I’ve got that. Now most, maybe all of what you said seems to me to be an accurate picture of what Van thinks. Now I’ll try again to say what I think is wrong with it. To me, I think I can see that communication doesn’t depend at all on this matching of sensory patterns because I think I can see whatever the facts may be that people could communicate perfectly well even if these patterns didn’t match at all. As long as the same situations out there caused systematic reactions that the other person could catch, 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.

Q: When you say people you’re excluding martians.

Da: Yes, I’m excluding martians actually because I think it’s different for all of us for different reasons. But I’d like to emphasize that even if they all were the same, communication would be just the way it is. If they were very different it would be just the way it is. And so, that is not part of what I think of as the philosophical analysis because after all, we’re going to build epistemology into this. We want to ask, “what is epistemologically significant?” Just to say again where I think there is a huge difference between these views, I’m not trying to capture any notion of evidence.

Dr: Good. So you don’t want the notion of observation sentence. You think it’s irrelevant.

Da: I don’t want Quine’s notion of observation sentence. I’ve got something which Quine says looks like it’s going to be pretty much the same, that is, I’m going to begin interpretation I’m not talking about how somebody actually does it because heaven knows how people actually do it. I’m talking about the theoretical description of how it could be done. And in this respect I think that this is like what Van does in many cases. He isn’t to be refuted by saying, well if children actually learned this before they learned that, as Miller tried to do.6


 [Here the tape was changed.]



Da: I’m simply following a general methodology that Quine has mapped out. I see one vital stage, and in one sense an early stage of working one’s way into somebody else’s language, as finding these sentences of his which he’s caused to assent to or dissent from by things in our common easily observable world. Then I think of the sentences that I am prompted to assent to by those same external circumstances. This isn’t going to work out exactly right for obvious reasons because sometimes I’ll be better placed than he is and sometimes he’ll be better placed than I am and either of us can make a mistake and so forth. Those things are going to have to get corrected sooner or later. But the beginning is simply when there’s a book he says something or other, but when his mother turns up there’s something. I say, “here’s a first guess anyway. I’m going to translate that thus and so”. Now, those sentences that go that way, that are closely geared to easily observable external circumstances, are the ones I’m going to begin with. And it seems to me that’s one of the things we do start with. But that isn’t the point. We could call those my observation sentences, but this isn’t going to be quite the same as Quine’s observation sentences because Quine’s person, whether in fact this happens very much or not, could have patterns of stimulation just like mine but there be no book there. Mine could not.

Dr: So your observation sentences could not be in some strong sense ever false.

Da: There’s a strong emphasis. That’s right.

Dr: You’re getting closer to the original Carnap positivist protocol sentence with your observation sentences, not about sense data, but playing the same role.

Da: Using this method there’s always going to be a presumption that with respect to the simplest things we’re both in agreement and furthermore we’re both right. That’s the answer to Stroud. I guess you all see that this way of looking at it has a built in way of replying to the global skeptic. So I won’t emphasize that. So far as naturalized epistemology is concerned, explaining how it is that people come to think the things they do and work up this theory of the world and so forth, I can do that without the notion of evidence because I’m working with these causal relations between the world and the person’s attitudes and responses, as is Van. So in the causal chain I don’t have something that I’m going to give a special epistemological significance to, call it perceptions, call it patterns of stimulations (those are different but call it any of those things). I am actively concerned to eliminate what I call epistemological intermediaries, not causal intermediaries. Of course the sense organs and all sorts of stuff are in between. That I do see as the big difference.

Dr: The epistemological intermediary here in Quine’s sense is the stimulus meanings?

Da: Well, Quine goes back and forth in talking about evidence between obser­vation sentences which are defined in terms of stimulus meaning and the actual patterns of stimulations themselves. It may be just a metaphor but he very often has said all we have to go on are the patterns of stimulation. He even talks about predicting patterns of stimulation.7 Now I think maybe those expres­sions are not exactly what we would want to end up with though I even found one in one of the very latest writings that I read yesterday.8 I [?] understand the notion of going on sensory stimulations. We couldn’t go on them in the sense of evidence unless you knew about them. But if the idea is simply that they cause us to believe certain things, then there isn’t any doubt about that. And those causal relations are going to play a very basic role, absolute essential role in understanding the other person and therefore in correctly arriving at a view of what he believes and in what suits his views of the world. I don’t separate these two things out. If you discover that somebody assents to a sentence and from that you work out a way of translating it, then you simultaneously work out a way of specifying what he believes.

Q: The only substantive difference I seem to find here, except that we have to put it in terms of events instead of objects in order not to limit the field too much, but put in terms of events …

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.9

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.10

Q: In the sense of extensionality, yes, respectable in that way, but not in the sense that I can define it in 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. I love to take physical objects in that very broad sense in which I take them to subsume events under those artificially. Anyway, apart from that the difference that I seem to detect is just this matter of requiring the real thing rather than including the counterfeits. That seems to me less of a difference than apparently it seems to you. But then what catches me up short on that one is that apparently it makes all the difference in a reply to Stroud.

Da: That’s right. It makes a difference in the reply to Stroud. It makes a difference to epistemology very generally because I’m operating without the notion of evidence.

Q: Well that’s not clear to me because this seems so much like my notion of evidence. And these sentences that these people tend to agree on immediately, the way you say, when this common cause is out there affecting them … these seem to me like my observation sentences except for this matter of not grouping them according to what looks like a rabbit but grouping them according to what is a rabbit.

Da: But that’s a big difference because one ties it to a very old general idea of empiricism or an idea of something quasi-subjective. It’s not that you’re using introspection. But you’re making the epistemology start with something very close in.

Q: That’s quite right. That’s my substitute for phenomena.

Da: Now, I am saying of course that those things are in the causal chain, but I’m not attaching any epistemological significance to them except subsequently, that is, after the theory gets going. I’ve guessed as well as I can on the basis of the evidence that you’re talking about books or rabbits. Then if it works very well for a whole lot of things I try to take care of the cases where you think there’s a rabbit and I don’t by noticing things about the causal chain that connects us and make corrections. But the point is I don’t begin with what’s here and build out. I begin out there and build in.

Q: Yes, I think that’s the switch. I have to make that adjustment too, in reverse. I do that when I get into analytical hypotheses, and then I go back and end up with, for instance the term “rabbit” or the sentence “There’s a rabbit” as being true just in case it’s not a counterfeit.

Da: Right. There are, so to speak, corresponding problems seeing from this point of view. But it makes a big difference to your epistemology because one can be described not exactly as phenomenalism but it has an element like that, that is, it starts out with something very close in. Mine is naturalistic; it’s physicalistic, but it starts out there and builds in the air later. And the result is that all kinds of skeptical questions that naturally arise, not just with Quine’s view but with any view that starts with something in here … you can’t even raise those questions.

Q: People say of my naturalized epistemology so-called, “He called it epistemology. That’s not epistemology”.11 Now I say of yours, “You call it epistemology. That’s not epistemology”.

Da: Good. I agree. Absolutely. It’s a naturalized theory of knowledge, but old fashioned epistemology has dropped.

Dr: Even more in you than it has in Quine. And that’s what you 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. And you are saying that is not a genuine question, or if it is you’re going to take it later on. Now I haven’t seen your writings on this, but this is clearly where you want to go.

Da: The only thing written on it at all is the thing in the [Grazer] studies for this conference that Quine and I were both at.12 We gave the same talks in Stuttgart and then in Heidelberg. I now can’t stand the title of mine. It’s called “A Coherence Theory”.13 I called it “A Coherence Theory” because I didn’t have the notion of evidence. It now seems to me to have been a terrible mistake to call it that because it isn’t as if anything goes as long as it’s consistent. The beliefs that you have are on my theory mostly true just because of the nature of belief. So it’s not as though you have to look for something outside. You can’t look for something outside. You’ve just got the stuff you believe.

Dr: Because you’re saying, “This is a book”. And the way you built up the notion the book is there.

Da: Well it’s apt to be. And that “apt” is not a matter of luck. It’s built in.

Q: Which side does that put you on in the Stroud question?

Da: You can’t even formulate his kind of skepticism.

Q: You end up on the positivist side. It’s meaningless.

Da: It’s meaningless in that if you understand the question you’ve already answered it. It’s a transcendental answer.

Q: So it’s not the positivists’ answer, that it’s a meaningless question.

Dr: It’s meaningless … You can’t formulate the question coherently if you take his account of the learning of language.

Q: In short a meaningless question. Positivist therefore.

Da: Well, it isn’t … I don’t have a general criterion of meaning.

Q: Carnap didn’t either.14

Da: Well, look. It wasn’t my suggestion that it’s meaningless. There’s a sense in which it has to be meaningful because what you do is you say, once you ask this question, if you understand the concepts in it, you already have got the answer.

F: It’s more like some ideas you sometimes find in G. E. Moore and of course in Wittgenstein.15 It’s the same kind of idea that you have to be right most of the time.

Da: But in Moore there’s no explanation.

F: That’s right but he seems to have that kind of idea.

Dr: Good, if you’re going to begin with common sense that’s the idea you’re going to have.

Q: It shows why it works that way on Stroud. You have to be right most of the time. And Stroud’s question was just that.

Da: Right. Whatever it is that is causing us to commonly assent, that’s what there really is. And so how can you be wrong about that?

Q: And that fits nicely with the prominence that you give to principle of charity in translation. They have to be right most of the time.

Da: But this is what lies behind the principle of charity. It’s not as though one feeds that in in addition. I might add just one little thing. Burt keeps saying it, and I see what’s right about it. There are alot of problems that Quine wants to solve that I’m just brushing aside. On the other hand, perhaps even more than Quine, in understanding someone else I see a very definite distinction between the structure of the theory that I have on the one hand and the evidence for it on the other. And the form that the theory is going to have when I say … Part of the structure is simply a theory of truth. That’s part of the theory of my understanding. I’d say his sentence is true under such and such circumstances and only if so and so. And I’ve got that for all of his actual and potential utterances. That interprets his words. I want the theory at the very same time to tell me what he believes and what he wants. And the structure that I give that in part is just the Ramsey structure of decision theory, and that’s what connects belief and desire, some kind of theory of induction.16 And all of this is connected with verbal behavior because of the fact that at any point you get something like prompted assent, you get both belief and meaning out of it. But one thing that I do get out of this that Quine doesn’t make any use of, this is something we haven’t talked about but I think it might be important, that is, degrees of belief, strengths of belief. The strengths of belief in sentences, I think of this as directed to sentences. Given that you have degrees of belief for sentences you can compute conditional probabilities, that is, if you actually have a measure of the extent to which the truth of one sentence depends upon the truth of another purpose.

Q: How do you get degrees of belief?

Da: I’m not saying how we’ll get any of this. But I want a, in your sense, behavioristic, test for the whole thing which doesn’t assume that you can detect for any propostional attitudes at all. Instead of taking prompted assent what I take is prompted preference with respect to sentences. And as I noticed the situations, the general cases that cause somebody to prefer one sentence to be true rather than another, from that there is an elaborate series of steps you can go through which will not only give you the subjective probabilities of all sentences and the utilities, but also will actually lead you to be able to interpret them. It’s quite a long story but the point is that in the course of this one gets these dependencies, that is, you learn that if the person were told this sentence is true to a certain extent, then it would alter the probability he [assigns]17 to this sentence. So you get the notion of evidential support for the person.

Q: Within rather, from a root basis. That’s interesting because that’s analogous to this whole matter of naturalism in the sense of no [?]18 outside. I’d like to just flash back for one observation on what went just before. It seems that there’s an interesting irony that what you were saying in connection with coherence, insofar as your theory can be called that, and its bearing on Stroud has a decidely idealistic feeling. On the other hand the line you’re taking so far as observation is concerned, is less, and mine is more idealistic. So there’s this funny switch.

Da: Yes. But look, nothing can even get started, so far as I’m concerned, without your having at least two people and something that they can share, something that they both react to.

Q: That has something to do with Wittgenstein on private language.

Da: It does indeed.

Dr: Van just wants to build up to that rather than start with that. But I think from the theoretical perspective and not from the criteriology …

Da: I’m worried, one that the building up doesn’t work, and two that it’s open to skepticism.

F: There’s one additional step that seems to be needed in order for you to respond to Stroud’s example. And that is that it seems to make a difference that you have several people involved. Let us look at this brain in the vat. Now you have a large speech community, and the brain has now picked up language by part of this speech community.

Da: It can only be very partially part of it because there’s a lot it doesn’t share with them.

F: Still that’s the only way in which that brain has acquired any language at all. And it seems to me that normally in a speech community what you talk about is something that is very common to the members in their surrounding world. And now the problem with the brain in the vat is that that doesn’t have any causal contact with those things in the world.

Da: The only things that we can talk about with the brain in the vat according to me are the things that we do share.

F: Yes, but one of the premises that you seem to have to take for granted would be that the people surrounding this brain are really very truthful to him.

Da: No, I’m not assuming that. As in Van’s and in my view, you’ve got to be able to figure out when people really have a certain attitude for a sentence. If you can’t do that you can’t get anywhere. It maybe isn’t prompted assent but some attitudes towards sentences you’ve got to get right.

Q: And as I see it, the way we achieve that practice is dependent on the happy circumstance. Well it’s not chance either because it’s part of the reason why language can exist, namely that most people do tell the truth by their lights most of the time.

Da: I don’t think that’s necessary, and I don’t think it’s true.

Q: Well I should think that you’d think it was true and built into the concepts involved, namely that it’s of a piece with your saying that most of one’s beliefs are true.

Da: Most of one’s beliefs, but not most of one’s utterances.

Q: If mostly people weren’t telling the truth by their lights, language would lose its value in communication and would wither to the vine.

Da: No, not if you figured it out often enough. Look we bring up children end­lessly reading stories to them, fairy tales. It doesn’t damage their acquisation.

Q: It’s still in the minority.

Da: I don’t think that matters. I think the point is that the kid can tell. He hears the book. It’s bedtime, and so forth. The setting tips him off to the fact that these are not serious assertions.

Q: Well there are these cues. There is the empirical question how early they set in and how much learning it takes to tell by a person’s facial expression in some situation or other circumstances that it’s no time for joking or whatever. If a certain amount of that is almost innate, that’s one thing …

Da: Kidding goes on very very early. But the point is kids catch on to kidding. Look Van, we can agree on what’s the only important thing. The empirical question “How?” often is up for grabs, but we can agree on this. Unless the learner somehow gets the actual attitude of the person to the sentence right most of the time, he won’t be able to interpret. We agree on that. The rest is facts.

F: Yes, and of course there has to be some periods when the child can contrast to the story telling and so on, now actually something serious is going on. If that was totally lacking there would be no communication.

Da: I don’t want to speculate on the facts. I think you’re right that there is probably a very crucial period which can be extremely short.

Dr: Dagfinn, what’s the relevance of this? If you look at it they’re always going to structure … This has to do with what I was saying before, talking about the difference between criterion and theoretical building up, that Davidson’s theory can be applied, that is, I take what Donald’s been saying, he’s going to replace Van’s technical notion, what I call theoretical notion, of evidence with different notions. From my theoretical perspective viewing two theories, there’s the Davidson theory that is going to lead up to what he calls understanding, and the Quine theory that’s supposed to tell me about the learning of language and of the relation of scientific evidence to scientific theory. Both of these might be internally consistent theories. They might have all the definitions correct, and of course knowing these people, they’re not going to make those types of mistakes, they’re logicians. But they might be empirically vacuous. Quine’s might be resting on some false empirical assumptions about perceptual similarity and can’t even get going. And Davidson might be resting on some false empirical assumptions. But what happens when two people or a community talks to each other and answers why a worked out internally consistent theory can’t be applied either?

Da: No, I think there’s a mistake there. The point is rather that Dagfinn and Van also have a different view about what the facts are. But that is not a question about my theory. It’s a question about the facts.

Dr: No that was a difference. But then I said his objection has to do with whether your theory will work.

Da: No, he says the reason it’s going to work is that people are mostly truthful and therefore that my theory will work.

Dr: Fine, but his question is in the domain I’m calling, whether or not the theory is vacuous.

Da: I’m sorry but you’re really missing something. You got it wrong.

F: You see I’d only been saying a couple of sentences that have been pretty short, maybe a little cryptical. But I don’t think that Don’s theory is wrong.

Dr: I didn’t say you said it was wrong. I’m just trying to locate where your question applies under my rubric.

F: There was one important area which I wanted Don to say a little more about and that has to do with the fact that language is this social institution and that therefore what we talk about depends on an interplay between all these people who are using and learning that language from another. And in normal social settings the way we bring up our children and so on, there would be enough cues for the children to go on to actually understand when we are kidding and when we are telling stories and so on. And they can tell that partly because there’s something to contrast it with in that there are short periods when we are serious about telling them something that is true.

Dr: I don’t deny any of that, but I would like to stay with what I think are the interesting questions. What I think is the interesting question by the third day is that we have two different theories being sketched, and I want us to keep going in that direction about how Van will keep his theory going, and how Don will keep his going. And they’re both looking [for]19 somewhat different things too it’s coming out.

Q: No, Burt, the difference you have in mind now isn’t merely the issue of whether most people tell the truth most of the time because I don’t think that’s important.

Dr: That’s not important at all to me. That’s why I interjected. I didn’t think that was relevant to either of the theory building.

F: The more important problems are these that have to do with the role of evidence and things like that. But there’s one little reason for stopping at this point, and that has to do with Stroud’s example. I don’t think we can just give a very straightforward answer immediately. We’ll have to know more about the setting.

Dr: In whose theory? From my viewpoint Stroud’s question is only interesting, has any content relative to either Van’s project or Davidson’s project or a third project. It’s no absolute question.

F: But I look at it now from the point of view of Don’s project and the response that Don would give to Stroud. And I think the reply he would give to Stroud would be that now we have to look at how that brain was brought up and learned the language because it’s not so clear that these surrounding people would actually be with that brain the way we’d be with our children, they might not give the brain any cues …

Da: Well, Dagfinn, the assumption of the story is … I divide brain in the vat problems into two completely different ones. One is where the brain is stolen in the middle of the night and has been brought up as we all have, and in that case I just think it’s going to be massively deceived. There’s just no question about that. The other one is where the patterns of stimulation that it gets are exactly the same as it would have had if it had been brought up in an ordinary way. So that answers your question. The point is it’s gotten all the same kinds of feedback. It’s been reinforced when it said certain things and discouraged when it said other things and so forth. All of that went as usual, and in fact we’ve made it so much the same that it speaks what sounds like English, and it seems to talk about all sorts of things that it has had absolutely no experience of whatsoever. That’s the situation.

F: The first kind is clear where the brain was taken out at a late stage in a person’s life. But in the second situation there still is a difference to be drawn, because it seems to me that you could make that brain believe that the brain could actually, in spite of its setbacks, be talking about physical objects in the world because otherwise you get back to the kind of private language situation again with the brain having a private language.

Da: We keep coming back to these same things. Its language isn’t English. It just sounds like English.20

Q: This is exactly the place where this difference comes in which in the trivial realistic case was a matter of including or not including the papier-mâché rabbit because on my line this brain would be speaking real English.

Da: I know. That’s why I brought it up to begin with. And I thought it was a dramatic way to bring out the difference. Now I’m saying, “No it isn’t speaking English”. If I want to interpret it I’d have to do it the usual way. I’d have to see what is causing it systematically to assent to and dissent from the things it says. Never mind that it sounds like English. That’s irrelevant. Now, either I find something or I don’t. If it’s hitched up to a computer and I can’t see what’s inside the computer, I can’t do anything. I’m not going to make any sense out of this at all. But suppose that the computer is a good old fashioned one full of pulleys and wheels and so forth, and I can see these pulleys and wheels working. And so I notice that when this pulley goes it assents to so and so, and when it doesn’t go it doesn’t assent. So my first best guess is that when it says, “There’s a rabbit”, what it means, what I should interpret it as meaning, how I should translate that is, the pulley is going.

F: That means that the subject does not have to be aware of any causal relationship between an object and itself.

Da: No, there is a causal relation.

Q: Any more than my subject has to be aware of nerve endings.

F: Well, the nerve endings of course we wouldn’t be aware of, but it would be the things we talk about, the book and so on.

Da: No, I think just that there has to be a causal relation. I think there are plenty of questions, and a lot depends on the exact details of how one describes it. But roughly that’s how I would take care of it, and the point is then that that brain isn’t all that wrong about what’s going on.

F: That may bring us back to the problem of evidence again. There would be a lot of things in that causal … and I don’t think I would call it a chain, it would be more a causal tree. And the problem again is what events in that big tree would we be talking about.

Da: Yes, well there’s always the same problem about books and rabbits.

Q: I’m still impressed at how this ultra-realistic starting point ends up in this idealistic position.

Da: Idealistic? Well there’s got to be a common cause outside.

Q: Yes, but what’s idealistic about this conclusion, this coherence element is that that detached brain can’t be wrong, and Stroud’s thing doesn’t … which would be the idealistic conclusion.

Da: Except the idealist is just talking about ideas though.

Q: But this would be the idealist’s answer to Stroud’s problem.

Da: I don’t think so because the idealist can answer the thing without bringing in an observer …

Q: No, I don’t mean his argument. I mean his answer, yes or no. He’s saying “yes” as you are.

Dr: Yes, but Van it’s not clear what your answer is.

Q: You’re right. It’s not clear to me. What do I think my answer is now? What I’ve been persuaded of, as you put it, it is the matter of two empirically equivalent systems of the world. And then what line are we going to take on those. That is the one that, to my mind, is still open. How charitable a line to take, mentalism versus physicalism, or on your example of empirical linguistic semantics without or with truth predicate? And then third, the nirvana case. As far as I know we still haven’t arrived at any notion of how to draw these lines in a theoretical way.

Da: Are these empirically equivalent theories? If what we feed the brain is enough stuff so that it seems to be speaking English when we just listen to it as English, what it says hasn’t got anything to do with what’s outside. And we don’t have empirically equivalent …

F: There is the big problem of defining empirical equivalence …

Da: You see, and if, on the other hand, what we feed the brain through the computer is a correct, so to speak, picture of the outside world, then there have to be causal connections between what’s happening in the outside world even though they go by way of us and the computer and so forth in which case there isn’t any reason not to assume he’s talking about the outside world. Everything depends upon whether or not there are causal connections.

Q: Whereas on my scheme they are empirically equivalent, aren’t they? Namely, what it means is the theory implies the same observation categoricals.

Dr: You two each are talking in a different perspective. This is a theoretical question and will make different sense within how you’re going to talk about what you mean even by empirical.

Da: You’re quite right. If they are empirically equivalent then he’s in Stroud’s trap so to speak.
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Q: … We reduced it to the question what line to take on empirically equivalent theories.

Dr: Right, but that’s not an answer yet. But the point is it’s a genuine theoretical question given your way of going. It is not a genuine theoretical question given Donald’s way of going. That brings out, like he says, his way shifts looking at epistemology different from your way. If this isn’t an epistemological question what is?

Da: If I could put it this way, among many other empirically equivalent theories ran this whole series of equivalent theories where the world actually is getting smaller and smaller but is giving you the same appearances and you can get it all the way down to the tips of the sense organs. Along with or among the proxy functions are these that just have to do with the shrinking world. And of course that’s just the old problem of solipsism.

Q: But isn’t it also in another direction that familiar example of Poincare’s?21 And if so, then this isn’t a case of the problematic kind of empirically equivalent theories because this is a case where the one can be systematically translated into the other, sentence by sentence.

Dr: But we took the hypothesis, Van, that we have negations.

Q: No, I’m talking about this shrinking that Don’s describing.

Da: There are two kinds of shrinking. One of the kinds of shrinking can actually eliminate the interpreter. I don’t assign any meaning to words that aren’t interpretable by another. And that requires common causes. Now you can shrink the universe as long as you keep the observer inside. The shrinking I was talking about is one that leaves the world just the way it was but shrinks your world. That’s the Stroud case where the world finally gets shrunk to just your brain. So there are two different kinds of shrinking, not the Poincare kind.

Dr: There is a problem. If we’re going to take, say, that this is a theoretical question within Van’s theory of evidence … Now Van’s theory of evidence we keep saying rests upon kind of giving you the notion of observation sentences. Otherwise you can’t even define empirically equivalent. The notion of an obser­vation sentence is an essentially non-solipsistic notion, now maybe here’s where I’m overspending, because it’s defined in terms of all observers. Van is trying to catch the notion of public evidence, public observation in observation sen­tence. Doesn’t that in a way preclude at least some forms of solipsism? In a way Van is starting in media res too. I’m not going back on what I said earlier but saying it in a different way. He’s trying from each actual physical entity that we call human beings, but individual atoms in the physical sense, to come up with an inter-atomic notion of observation sentence. That’s been his task, right? And in that sense the very task also precludes some form of solipsism and so forth to be succeeded. He also has from the very beginning rebutted solipsism. So the question really is whether you can have observation sentence, which is the only way you can define the problem. Doesn’t that have the same sort of epistemological force as what you’re doing Don?

Da: I don’t think so. I don’t remember any refutation of solipsism. What I remember is a refutation of the idea of a private language, and that seems to me absolutely watertight.

Dr: Solipsism being that I’m the only knower, or how are you taking solipsism?

Da: OK, think of Quine’s answer to Stroud.

Dr: His answer was if indeed our dreams gave us better predictions than our sci­entific method, we would be scientifically wrong to stick to our present scientific method and we ought to go back to dreaming.22

Da: But the point is that we could have all these thoughts without there being anybody else at all. That is solipsism.

Dr: When I tried to transform that into this empirically equivalent theory question maybe I was wrong. All I’m asking is, can we have an individual, can only Dreben have the notion of empirically equivalent theories if empirically equivalent theories means that they are theories that have the same observation categoricals, and observation categorical is a public notion. I was trying to make sense of the Stroud question in the light of Quine’s theoretical approach. That is, in his theory of evidence. But Quine’s notion of evidence is a community notion of evidence.

Q: Well I think I may see the trouble there. My concept of observation sen­tence depends on there being a community, and of course it is a notion of the naturalistic kind. Then, scientific method is based on implication of observa­tion categoricals by the theoretical sentences, and as we develop this science we develop theories as to how the world really is. That’s what the science is trying to tell. And it can in an extreme case end up by telling us that no, those weren’t real people out there whose behavior determined what the observation sentences are, but we can explain all that on a deeper basis. And this deeper basis is solipsistic.

Dr: So in other words that’s what I was groping for. You see I start out this way and my scientific theory tells me I’m the only one with knowledge.

Q: And that’s one of the two empirically equivalent theories of the world.

Dr: That’s right. And that’s what we were trying to do when, like you said, we had to make some sense of Stroud. So you start out with this public notion of evidence, but it becomes a genuine scientific theory. I, Dreben am indeed the only scientist and all the rest of you are puppets or something if that’s our theory. And now what’s the answer? That could be empirically equivalent to the regular theory.

Da: Leaving the notion of empirical equivalence out from it, I don’t see how there’s any answer to solipsism here.

Dr: Not an answer, we’re trying to formulate it. We’re trying to give content to it within the Quinean perspective.

Q: You see if this is right so far, what the progress is as I see it, we’ve reduced these two questions to one, the question which we had in mind before the Stroud thing came up. And I think that still stands.

Dr: It’s a really interesting view. You’ve been groping in a serious way to give an analysis of observation in terms of observation sentences, on the surface a public notion. And then it might be, by the deepest sort of scientific inquiry it turns out, that it’s a private notion. We start prima facie with it as a public. That’s the problem.

Da: Well I hear you agreeing but I don’t see what the response to Stroud is.

Dr: We don’t have one yet. We’re trying to make sense of it in certain terms.

Q: The response to Stroud is the response to the question about making or not making tandems out of empirically equivalent theories, and that one still has to be answered, but that there’s no more problem than that.

Da: Well, suppose we leave the tandem theories out of it and just say the total pattern of those stimulations is the same as mine, only he has no contact with the world. Now there is a sense in which some people would say, I would say, there’s no reason to think then that he is thinking about the world because he has no contact with it whatsoever or with anybody else. So far as he can tell, in my realistic sense, he can’t tell if there’s anybody else …

Q: Putting it on that basis, doesn’t it come to this, that yes, that solipsistic theory is tenable. We can’t refute that except that it’s not our theory, and we can’t get outside of our theory, so we do say that’s false. But we might concede further on investigation that this is as well warranted as ours. And therefore on the line for which you’ve expressed preference over this question of empirically equivalent theories, our position should be, yes well that’s true too. That’s what I’m not persuaded of now. It was my position for a little while. Dagfinn talked me out of it for a while.23 But that would be the status here.

Da: Not for me though. This is not empirically equivalent for me.

Dr: But that is for Van. You must understand we’re using the words differently.

Da: No, no we’re not using the words differently now. We just have different inclusion about what theories are empirically equivalent.

Q: No, I think we’re using the phrase empirically equivalent different[ly].

Da: In one sense all right. Yes.

Dr: That’s what’s important here. I would like to pursue the implications of each of these different theory buildings because that’s bringing a lot out.

F: There is something about empirical equivalence in Davidson’s view that might be useful to look at, and that is that for you what we talk about will be some causes that are affecting us. But we still haven’t pinpointed exactly what those causes are, because there would be so many to choose from. And I think that given the social nature of language the best candidates would be some medium sized object at arm size distance.

Da: The most interesting and observable things are what we will start with.

F: Yes, and then of course the causal chain would go further into material particles and so on, and if you let the chain go on and on in that direction there would be only the things there really are in the world that you would talk about. And therefore there would be no problem with empirically equivalent theories at all. But if you break off and say that what we talk about are those causes we get to when we get back to the medium sized object at arm length, the ones that are very perspicuous, market place objects, then of course you could make the same observations about them but still disagree quite a lot about how those objects are to be explained further in terms of small particles and things like that. And there you could have diverging theories. So you would get the kind of possible[?] so-called empirically equivalent theories at that level only.

Da: No, not only because there are always equivalent theories which just depend upon one-to-one mappings of the entire ontology.

F: But if you mapped a medium sized object onto some other medium sized object because of the causal chains that are there, regardless of our knowing about them or not, you wouldn’t get that.

Q: I’m sort of wondering whether you’re free to use these proxy functions.

Da: Yes, I am.

Dr: You are? That’s why we got into trouble in that discussion, and you then revised Van’s use of proxy functions and had no constraints on them but one-to-one. You have a whole series of different notions. You’re cutting the whole tie[?] definition. And now I don’t know whether Van’s point is right. But you don’t have proxy functions. You have perhaps some kind of analogue that I don’t know quite how to define because you do have to have constraints on them and I don’t know what the constraints are. For instance, you don’t have a crude specified notion. Maybe you’re hinting at something, just like this causal chain.

Q: You see, that thing for you has to be a rabbit. It can’t be a proxy rabbit.

Da: No, look. I take your “Gavagai” to refer to whatever is happening three feet to the left of a rabbit. I’m caused by the same total situation to say what I say just as [?]. It doesn’t change, I’m caused by the world to utter this sentence. Which object I’m picking isn’t settled by the fact that there’s a causal relation between the world and me which both of us can observe.

Dr: That’s because you’re going to have sentences [?] like Quine.

Q: The reason I urged that we’re not talking about objects but situations or events is because we want to include “it’s raining” or “it’s cold” as well as rabbits is the least of it. It’s also in order to accommodate proxy functions.

Da: Right, OK.

Q: So this is where the global stimulation comes in for me.

Da: Well it’s not actually that I’m looking three feet to the left. I’m looking there.

Q: Yes, that’s right. The [?] for you is in the external world, and the [?] for me is on the surface.

Dr: If you’re going to start out with the books on the table as opposed to Van’s patterns of stimulation and the books are on the table. And you say that you want to understand my saying “The book’s on the table”, and you say in this situation you could only begin to get into the process because you’re also seeing the books on the table. How can proxy functions come in at all there?

Da: Because I can systematically change the extension of the causal relation so as to take care of this. Actually this is not my point, it was brought up by Hartry Field. Hartry is somebody who believes, unlike me and Van, that he ought to be able to give a physicalist account of reference that makes it unique. He points out somewhere that nevertheless you can’t make it unique just by saying, well it’s the thing that does the causing that’s the real object and so it can’t be this one over here because all you have to do is rewrite the relata, define a new notion of cause which just takes care of exactly that. In the old sense of cause that’s the thing that caused it. In the new sense that’s what caused it.24

Dr: But you’re pointing to another object.

Da: No it’s not even another object or led to be another object. This one’s the one that did the causing because I’ve defined this second notion of causing as being caused in the old sense by this and then that we move it over some systematic difference. Hartry was arguing against himself so to speak when he pointed this out, but I think he’s absolutely right. Proxy functions go through just as well on this because it’s sentences that call us to assent to.

Dr: But these are proxy functions that have to satisfy a lot of constraints. So that again is a different kind of notion.

Da: That I did say.

Dr: Now I see why you said it. Taking that Hartry example and so forth you just can’t take any old one-for-one transformation because you have to bring in his notion of cause.

Q: Well you define it in terms of the proxy function which may be as ragged as you please, but you got the function there to appeal to.

Da: I see. Yes, incidentally that’s something I hadn’t seen before, one of several things I’ve learned.

Dr: All right, we use just any old one-to-one function but then we’ve got to be very careful about redefining the [cause].25

Q: They’ll go hand in hand.

Dr: This drives home to me what Dagfinn was trying to get at, that this notion of cause isn’t … You don’t really worry about giving a perfectly explicit clean-cut starting series of notions here. I mean this idea of theory that you want your theory out of … And that’s what I was trying to get at with the proxy functions. I can play all kinds of technical tricks. The problem here is I wanted to get some handle on what is this basic notion. And you have said that perhaps it is wrong to try to give an explicit qualification of the basic notions. Van, you don’t want to give definitions here. You think it’s enough, and that came out with the assent question which is critical for you here, just to give what you call extension of clarification. And so there is a different, almost fundamental methodological approach going on between the two of you.

Da: You’ve got to have some primitives.

Dr: I understand that you have to have some, and we granted that Quine’s perceptual similarity was that kind of primitive. He can’t give a definition for that. He says that it’s more behavioral. Are you taking as a primitive this notion of cause?

Da: Yes.

Dr: That’s a very big primitive. I’m not saying this is right or wrong. It just shifts the ground of the enterprise very much.

Q: But we all are prepared to call in any convenient notion from science, so it’s just the question whether causality is a good scientific notion.

Da: Do you think the notion of prompted assent doesn’t have the notion of cause in it? What do you think “prompt” means?

Dr: Well it has the notion of cause but it’s much more controlled.26

Da: Certainly not controlled by any definition. Nothing rules out my trying to tighten it up in application to the cases.

F: Yes, I think it would be a good thing to, since that notion of cause seems to be needed for so many purposes, it seems to be good to be the one that we have to appeal to there too. But the problem is that it may be easier to establish that there is a causal relation between A and B than it is to say that now I want to talk about the cause of B.

Da: Right. I’ve always treated causality in that way, not as if it were something …[?]

F: And that seems to be the big problem now, how we are getting down to which one of those many many causes we are talking about.

Da: The first thing I think that I want to say is that it has to be a common cause, that is, what causes you to assent to something causes me to. So instead of depending upon this undefined notion of similarity, I’m depending on this undefined notion of common cause.

Q: Well now perhaps this way, you’ve got these remote causes, as Dagfinn was saying the elementary particles, and then the view is wanted to be half way out. How far out is half way out? Well any closer and it would be private, the approximate branching point … You go back to where these causes were before they divided, and that’s the cube itself, and that’s what the word refers to.

F: They are not necessarily the closest. I think that there has to be a branching point, but there could be a common cause that was beyond the branching point but that could happen to be the one we want.

Q: Beyond, yes.

F: The object that we are talking about could not be closer than the branching point. It has to be a common cause. But of course there could be common causes beyond the branching point.

Da: What I say in that article is, “Communication begins where causes converge”.27

Q: Oh, so there it is. Well good.

F: I’m pretty sure that there would be examples where you would want to go a little further beyond because of what you say, that it is really those things that draw our attention that are the important things. They might sometimes be a little further back in the chain, but they still are beyond the branch.

Q: This might be a case. Both observers are getting this view by reflection from a mirror. The cube is farther away than the mirror, but still that’s what the word applies to and not this.

Da: We’re all watching the scene on the same television set.

Dr: Now what does this tell us?

Da: We were wondering what we were talking about and we might be watching the same television screen but we’re talking about the people. So the causes converged …

F: Of course if you go to an art gallery you’re talking about the picture itself. But if you look at a photograph of a person you’re normally talking about the person rather than a photograph.

Da: Yes. That creates a problem; you’re right. The point where they first merge is certainly not where they last merge, where they’re last together. So it’s not the point at which the mergence begins.

Q: Usually it is I would say.

Da: I agree. Absolutely.

Q: But certainly it wouldn’t be where they first converge. That gets us back to particles again.

Dr: You’re saying that one can give a physical analysis of what it is that a sentence is about but not a physical analysis of a term referring.

Da: “Term referring”, I don’t attach any meaning to that.

Q: Well, but you don’t to the other either, what a sentence is.

Da: No, of course not.

F: We have to go into this because if we want to get into alternative theories and so on, they would often be different because they assume different kinds of objects.

Q: Yes, but it’s this trouble again of limiting it to objects, books, rabbits, etc. rather than more generally situations or events, raining.

F: Oh, yes. Sometimes there could be events, but there would at least be some portion of what you have in front of you.

Dr: I’m lost. I grant that we use the notion of cause in serious science. For the moment I grant that. There’s a lot of discussion whether we do or we don’t.28 All right, Donald is trying to build a theory which has among its basic notions that “communication begins where causes converge”.

Da: That was a quick way of giving the idea.

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.

Da: Well I don’t know what you mean by physical account. You keep using this word. Look, actually science doesn’t use the concept of causality, but that doesn’t mean that the laws aren’t causal. Here I’m looking for laws of the following sort. An utterance of your sentence “There’s a book” is true if and only if there’s a book. Now that doesn’t say anything about cause, but it’s intended to be a causal law. In other words I don’t intend that to be a truth that just accidently you happened to utter that sentence on those occasions. I want it to be that you utter that because, by cause of. So, like all laws, this supports counterfactuals. If you were to be exposed to some books then you would be disposed to assent to this. This is no different from what Quine uses when he talks about prompted assent and so forth. The notion of a law here and the notion of cause, one’s no worse than the other. They’re both murky notions.

Q: I think one is worse than the other. I think law is worse than cause. And in the beginning of Roots of Reference I tried to make sense of cause, anyway in a limited and very literal context, in terms of transmission of energy as a concept within the physical theory, not a concept on which a physical theory is based.29 And physical theory changes, and our notion of cause could change with it or disappear altogether. But law is for me as bad as other modal notions. I mean law involves the notion of necessity insofar as I try to make sense of it at all. Nomological sentences, I can’t distinguish between nomological sentences and other sentences that just happen to have universal quantifiers and be true. In other words I’m like Hume in that respect.

Da: I see.

Q: Hume goes farther on and rejects cause.

Da: I thought in Roots of Reference there is this problem about disposition[?], but the answer to it was in terms of a law.

Q: No, my answer on the disposition thing is that each disposition is just an internal mechanism, and it’s the present state of mechanism rather than a potentiality for a future one which says, what did the notion disposition receiving mean intuitively, uncritically.30 It’s just that mechanism and it’ll be different in different cases. I can’t define it in general, and that says that the “-ilius”[?] ending, the “-ibilus”[?] ending, the “-ible” ending is not to be regarded as something that we can define.31 It’s to be taken in general as a signal, a cue to the reader that this is a property that I’m describing by its symptoms.

Da: Yes, I think all that’s exactly right. And if asked what mechanism is going to correspond to this, or what physical state actually … Well, what is the physical state that causes it to do so and so under such and such circumstances? Always causes.

Q: And you haven’t used the word “law” there.

Da: Oh, sure, but there is a law there.

Q: Sure, there’s a law in the sense which I use the term, namely a true generalization, a true general sentence, a universal truth, a quantification which is true.

Da: True of not only past cases but also future cases. Well, OK.

Q: I’m taking issue with those who draw the distinction between the case where it just happens that it’s always going to be true and where it necessarily will always be true within the law. And that’s the nomological thing. And that’s what people have depended on like Reichenbach who are trying to justify induc­tion, and what Goodman doesn’t. And when Goodman speaks of entrenchment that’s all right from my point of view because that is a question of something hinging on perceptual similarity.32

F: I think that you would still differentiate between different kinds of true universal conditionals in that some of them correspond to dispositions that we have to expect the consequence to be true and that …

Q: Good, and that’s the entrenchment kind of thing. That I do see. So this might be thought of as a subjective criterion of what counts as a law. It’s not something about nature. It’s something about how one feels about [?]

F: So, it’s very much like …

Da: I think we can do better.

Q: You see I’m not demoting cause in the same way that I’m demoting law. I think of a cause as something vaguer, on a similar footing with electric charge, and not something in a methodology.

F: It’s not so clear to me what you mean by “it’s not clear in methodology”.

Q: Whether this is a cause of this is a question of a physical theory and the keynote is transmission of energy. There’s less energy here now. There’s more here. Of course there’s the question of Don finally of individuation of energy, but there’s a problem ultimately of individuation of elementary particles for that matter. I mean, is this the same proton? These two going along like this. Which is which farther on? But that’s alright, when we get down to the quantum the notion of particle wavers and dissolves and so does the notion of cause. On the other hand when we’re at this coarse level at which we are working, when we talk about psychology and linguistics, both of them are liable.

F: And what would the alternative be that you reject if you tie up with methodology. Now you described the alternative that you accept. But then you said that you don’t regard it as tied in with methodology.

Dr: Methodology is always an epistemological notion. Here your methodology is epistemology. He doesn’t have a general notion of cause.

Q: A notion independent of the physical theory.

Dr: A methodological notion would be a notion that would apply to theories. That’s an epistemological notion. There’s always this distinction. It’s very hard for some to see.

F: Now we should pursue further these two alternative ways, taking these objects or events as starting points as opposed to taking stimulus meaning. Clearly in you two the original idea is the same. You want to talk about things that are intersubjectively accessible. And that’s what our language is about and certainly not about these patterns of stimulation.

Q: It seems to me in this part of the woodwork we’re in agreement. Once we get to this intermediate point, the mediis rebus as Burt keeps saying, we’re together so far as this part’s concerned.

F: But this proposal of Don’s certainly has advantages when it comes to an­swering skeptics and so on, and in answering Stroud. But you still don’t feel quite happy with shifting to that though.

Q: No, it doesn’t work for me, and I think we’ve found what the difference reduces to, namely a different conception of evidence itself. Can we pinpoint that again because I thought that was so illuminating and now I’m sort of vague on it?

Dr: Well, it was that you take the notion of evidence as an absolutely crucial notion to science, and that the notion of observation …

Q: Yes, I guess for me the meaning so to speak hinges on the irritations of the surfaces, and for Don it hinges on what’s out there in the world. And that makes all the difference in the attitude towards Stroud’s problem.

Da: This goes back to a dispute that we had before where you accused me of attaching meaning to truth where it really should be attached to evidence. Now we see exactly what was behind that.

F: There is one common problem with alternative theories or empirically equiv­alent theories. If you take empirically equivalent theories to be theories that are the same as far as …

Dr: In whose sense of empirically equivalent theories?

F: I’m talking about Don’s sense first because I think if two theories are empirically equivalent according to Don they would also be empirically equivalent upon your view but not conversely. And therefore I’ll take two theories that are empirically equivalent for Don and we’ll see how he’ll deal with the problem of empirically equivalent theories.

Q: Yes, that’s what it came down to then. The next step is different standards of what constitutes empirically equivalent theories. For me it’s a question of their implying the same observation categoricals, and for Don it’s a matter of their giving the same physical world.

Dr: That’s the point. You see the notion becomes [otiose]33 for Don.

Q: Well, there’ll still be the difference between arm’s length and elementary particles.
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Q: We’re confronting the problem of distinguishing between what’s common sense and what’s theoretical. Of course for me everything away from the recep­tors turns out to be theoretical you might say.

Dr: That’s why you can talk about tables and chairs as causes from your epistemological viewpoint [?]. Don found that string. He can’t say that because he’s starting out with tables and chairs.

Da: Maybe I can introduce another great big thing that now is directly relevant. My empirically equivalent theories are ones that leave the ontology untouched. All they do is map objects onto predicates differently. That’s the only different thing. And up until now the only ones I’ve understood were ones where there was a system, so to speak, that I saw preserved the pattern. Now I’m not shaken with respect to necessity.

Q: System … I think it might be said that there’s no chaos that doesn’t have some order. It’s just a question of how complicated the order. And in this case where you’re just switching a couple of things, well there’s the system. Identity, identity except for here.

Da: Yes, but if you have Van’s idea where you have an epistemological level which I lack, the one that’s tied to sensation and the movements of your coun­terpart to sense data and so forth, scientific sense data being simply a version, then there’s a sense in which you have grounds for and understand the notion of conceptual relativism that I don’t have because that’s something that was neutral between the various theories which can then be organized in different ways.

Dr: And these are the observation categoricals.

Da: This is something I’ve also said a number of times but now we’ve got the right context for it. So, historically in one respect it’s like post-Kantian philosophy. Kant said well there’s this raw given, and it happens we’ve got to organize it one way and people soon said why not different ways. Once you’ve got that idea of this epistemological base which is common to idealism and empiricism, then you can make sense of conceptual relativism. If you don’t have that, which I’ve eliminated, you can’t make sense of it. Now that’s the point of my “On the Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme” which Van of course rejects.34

Dr: Because he read what you were saying in light of his framework.

Q: But still I stick to my framework.

Da: Of course. That’s why in that article I said Quine is on the other side of this. And here’s why. And in fact this is what has touched off your “On the Very Idea of a Third Dogma”.35 The third dogma is the idea of this epistemological intermediary between the real world and ourselves which I’m rejecting.

Dr: I understand. But what troubles me about how you just put it is that structurally it’s absolutely right, but some of the language is very interesting. Talking about post-Kantian was very relavent. Quine’s observation sentences are physical. So what he’s really done is to relocate or try to give physicalist sense to questions that the tradition from a positivist and even a physicalist view points out were meaningless. And I don’t know if you want to say Quine’s cutting it this way remains meaningless or not. You’ve been very careful not to, but that’s really what’s at stake. Are these just from your viewpoint alternative starting points for trying to get clear about what it is to understand another and what is observation evidence. Or do you think there is something intrinsically misguided, nonsensical, incoherent in starting out with a Quinean approach. That is what I couldn’t get clear about when you talked about a third dogma. By using this notion of epistemological level for the observation categoricals, do you think that that’s a notion that just fails because of the problem of similarity of stimulus meanings and so forth? I mean I hope it doesn’t, but then we can go back to the drawing board. That’s just doing science over again. Or do you think it is in some way inconsistent, incoherent or any other bad word.

Da: I’ve already given the answer as best I can. It builds a piece of empirical theory which could be true or false in at a point where it seems to me concep­tually we don’t want a piece of empirical … We don’t in fact trust to this in understanding other people, and conceptually I don’t think we should.

Dr: Of course we don’t trust, but I don’t get that very last clause.

Q: [?] they won’t buy [?]

Da: When I asked Quine, suppose there were a conflict between my way of doing it and his. He said we’d take mine, that is, it turned out that the patterns of stimulations were very different but nevertheless we were prompted by the same outside objects to the same responses, and that’s what we would count on.

Dr: In checking, in defining.

Da: Right, but if that’s what checks the correctness of the theory that’s the thing that we want to get …

Dr: I can check a theory in one way. But 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 do 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 front of us which is what he’s trying to do with the question of observation sentences and stimulation meaning. And we grant that it could be a false theory. But what I do not see from what you’ve said is why the effort to do that is incoherent. It would be like Newton telling Einstein …

Da: Burt it seems to me you’re somehow undoing most of what we’ve gained in the last day or so. You’re not distinguishing between two very different things. One is speculation on what the causal chain is really like that connects books, rabbits, etc. with our thoughts, that is, our states of disposition to speech acts and perhaps others. Nobody could object to that. If that’s what you mean by going deep, then physiology of vision and so forth is going deep into these problems. I don’t care how you use the word “deep”. There can’t be any objection, obviously, to trying to find out as much as you can about the physics that goes into how external situations cause our dispositions to speech and so forth. There couldn’t be any debate about that. The question is what significance one attaches to that. If you start calling some stage in that evidence, then you’re doing more than give a physical theory. You’re doing epistemology, and that’s philosophy in a different … I’m with Quine in saying that there’s no big line between science and so forth. But the point is, there’s nothing in getting that causal chain right that answers some of the questions that we’ve been bringing up as to how should we answer Stroud and so forth. It just turns out that no amount of physics there is going to answer that question. No amount of physics is going to tell you, this is what you ought to call evidence.

Dr: I’m not sure given my perspective, which I think is Van’s, that I could ever be in a position to say that no amount of physics can tell me what is evidence or not. I think it’s you who really has the epistemological bias.

Q: Aren’t we finding that there are two different Stroud problems? Your notion of evidence which is so physical out there in the middle distance if put into the formulation of Stroud’s problem … if Stroud’s problem were stated in such a way that the word “evidence” came into it, and if it were done with my notion of evidence, which is a question of the stimulation of the nerve endings … Perhaps we have two different questions from Stroud and we would both agree on the answer to each one conceivably. Or we might turn out, one or both of us, to regard the other as meaningless rather than having the same answer. How does Stroud’s problem relate to evidence? He’s saying, so far as the evidence is concerned we could be born yesterday or whatever. I’m saying right, we might have the same stimulation of our nerve endings. And you’re saying wrong because of this realistic connection with outside as being part of what you count as evidence. So you say, well, same evidence in your sense, the answer to Stroud is no and evidence in my sense the answer is yes.

Da: That’s right. Stroud was operating on your wavelength. He was using the notion of evidence in exactly the same way you were, and he said what answers the skeptic. Your answer now is plain.

Q: My answer is yes if I decide, which I haven’t, to regard the empirically equivalent theories as all true and no if I don’t. But your answer is no either way. The consideration doesn’t come in.

Da: I prefer to say that I don’t have a notion of evidence.

Q: Well then you don’t understand Stroud’s question.

Da: That’s a way of putting it. That’s right. I have the notion of evidential support, but I don’t have the notion of evidence.

Q: And in terms of evidential support you can’t state Stroud’s problem.

Da: That’s what tempted me, I think badly, to call it a coherence theory.

Dr: If we can get into certain problems, the Stroud problem, that should be taken as a sign that we’re cutting it the wrong way, that we are inappropriately locating how to stop at investigation. Or are you suggesting that we should not try to give a precise explication of the notion of evidence in the sense of observation categoricals because it leads to these sorts of problems.

Da: I didn’t say that. I started out doing it the way I thought it ought to be done anyway, and I noticed that the answers to some extent were right. But I do agree that if you can get into Stroud’s problem, then you’ve made a mistake.

Q: Now a corollary strikes me. If this is a matter of simply two different prob­lems because the word “evidence” turns up and we’re each using that word in a different way, how about eliminating the ambiguous word? That pushes the question back to whether the kind of thing that I’m calling evidence can under any other name or none make sense to you. And if it can then Stroud’s problem in my sense does make sense to you too. So there’s a dilemma.

Dr: But he’s trying to say that it doesn’t make sense.

Da: The notion of an observation sentence in Quine’s sense makes good enough sense to me. I don’t see any reason to reject that as an intelligible …

Dr: I thought you said it was based on a false empirical assumption about perceptual similarity.

Da: No, it makes perfectly good sense, but there might not be any interesting ones. And two, even if there were it would be a mistake to start translation there. So I’m not saying that I don’t understand the notion.

Q: This means that you can understand Stroud’s problem in my sense of Stroud’s problem and that you would answer it in the same way I do.

Dr: No, but he uses that as an argument against thinking that it is [?] a fruitful notion.

Q: Yes, but this isn’t even a question of the fruitfulness of the notion. This is the question whether Stroud’s problem in my sense makes sense and if so whether his answer to that problem is the same as mine.

Da: I understand the notion of stimulus meaning and therefore your notion of observation sentence, and I have none that corresponds to that. I understand Stroud’s problem, and I have an answer to it. The answer begins by saying meaning and the contents of belief don’t depend on observation sentences as defined. This isn’t the basis of knowledge. It isn’t the basis of meaning.

Dr: But as a purely theoretical enterprise, if the Stroud problem is in Quine’s … We have Quine’s definition of stimulus meaning you understand. We have his definition of observation sentence you understand, we have his notion of empirically equivalent theories if now understood, all pure exercise. The question is raised, you have two empirically equivalent theories in the same notation and a certain number of the sentences in one have negation signs that they don’t have in the other. What do you say about those two. That’s now the problem. Now we all understand. Maybe it has no interest anymore. But now we want to have an answer to it. What do we say about the use of truth or falsity with regard to these.

Da: At least I would say this, which I don’t think Quine would. The question how those theories or any theories are to be interpreted doesn’t depend just on their relation to observation categoricals. And in fact those could remain just the same, and the correct interpretation of the person’s words and thoughts might be very different indeed depending upon things that have to do with the causality of how he got to be in those states, had those stimulations and so forth. And here I’m thinking of things like, but more pedestrian than, Putnam’s twin earth.36 The interpretation of what the guy’s talking about, what he means, what he thinks and so forth depends not upon the total life pattern of his stimulations or the present one’s entirely but also partly upon historical facts of how he got there and of which he may be ignorant.

Q: I’m still wondering about the connection of this with Stroud’s problem. Here we got Stroud’s problem down to a matter of two theories, one of which is perhaps solipsistic and the other which is a kind of theory that we actually hold about the world. And these two theories imply the same observation categoricals in my sense, which you understand. And now the question is how do we answer to Stroud’s problem in that sense.

Da: You’re taking something for granted there. You’re taking for granted that we have some grasp of what we’re calling a theory here. What you’re calling a theory is a set of sentences. But so far we haven’t said anything about interpreting those sentences. That’s where the difference is going to come.

Q: Not in the way in which I stated Stroud’s problem for my purposes. I didn’t use the word “interpretation”.

Da: You didn’t. But I say we have to raise it if we’re going to talk about Stroud’s problem because Stroud says, how do you know that the guy isn’t completely mistaken about the world. To be mistaken you’ve got to assign contents.

Q: Yes, but that’s not the question I’m raising. The question I’m asking is this. If we have two theories, one of which is what we actually take seriously about the nature of the physical world, the other of which is solipsistic, and if both of these are worked out in such a way that they imply the same observation categoricals in the sense that we both understand no sense of interpretation is required. Then the question is, are these proponents of these two theories equally right, or are both the theories true, or can’t they be, they’re logically incompatible. That’s the question.

Da: It isn’t Stroud’s question. I ask myself which is the right way to interpret you.

F: You would say that that brain in the vat is actually speaking another language so that all these things about observation sentences and so on don’t really help us to find out what language he’s speaking and how to interpret the sentences.

Q: But do we have to bring interpretation in there. Oh I see. Where the rub would come is that in the observation sentences themselves, when I say that these two theories imply the same observation categoricals, you’d be raising the question, are they really the same observation categoricals or are they just homonymous but in different languages, these observation categoricals them­selves not the rest of the theory. Those observation categoricals are compounded by “if-then” pairs of observation sentences, and these observation sentences we can equate not by assuming somehow sameness of interpretation in the same language but by field linguistics. So I’m saying when we set onto observation sentences the question of possible differences of interpretation would no longer arise.

F: Yes, but that is where it will still arise with Don’s approach.

Dr: Yes, but we were asking for Don to answer it within Quinean theory. I said this was an exercise in Phil 140.37 I formulated a question within the Quinean approach. The assumption is that we all understand the Quinean approach even if we think it’s wrong. Now we’re asking what are you going to do? Are you going to apply the words “true” or “false” to these theories? Are you going to deny it, and on what grounds within the Quinean framework?

F: Yes, but I thought that Don actually answered it. I think that what Don pointed out is that the problem simply arises when you take that passage to be asking which of these theories would be true, that is, when the brain in the vat says what he says. In order to attribute truth to those sentences you have … Those that are said to be true would be said to be true in view of the interpretation we give them. And the interpretation we give those sentences is not by way of observation sentences at all. And therefore the connection between the observation sentences and the meaning …

Q: So the answer may be that the [translation of]38 the interpretation of Stroud’s problem in my terms doesn’t after all make sense for Don because of the word “true” coming in.

Dr: You see he uses the notion of truth theory differently than you do.

Q: We’re both using Tarski.

Dr: In one sense. But long ago I told you that you two are very different.

Q: There’s only one Tarski.

Dr: Some people think there are ten Tarski’s.39

F: I think that it would be easy for Don to understand everything you say about observation sentences and stimuli and all that. But the problem we have is that all the talk about observation sentences and stimuli isn’t the right place to locate problems of truth and meaning and interpretation and all that.

Da: Right, that’s what I said.

Dr: But still, let’s pursue it. Van’s point about there’s only one Tarski is a very strong point. You do understand what Quine means by a theory, that is, a set of sentences. And you understand what Quine means by a sentence in his framework even if you don’t accept that as the ultimate landing. And we certainly understand how Quine would apply Tarski’s notion of analysis of truth as applied to Quinean [sentences].40 Now we ask this question. What will we say about the Quinean formulation of the Stroud problem with the Quinean notion of sentences, and the Quinean notion of observation sentence, and the Quinean notion of set of sentences, and set of theory, and you have the Quinean notion of theory? And now we take the Quinean-Tarski notion of truth, and we ask about two sets of sentences that are logically incompatible in satisfying certain well defined constraints, are they both going to be true according to Quine-Tarski, is one going to be true or what? And now what’s the answer, or are you going to say you still can’t give an answer?

Da: I am. Let me get an idea of what a theory is supposed to be. A theory is a set of sentences we take to be true. A set of sentences from a language which are consistent with each other, closed under some deduction. Now, Dagfinn’s got it right. I don’t understand the notion of truth that’s being used here.

Q: And not understanding the notion of truth would mean not understanding the sentences because once you have to have …

Da: Of course. That’s why I put it the other way to begin with. But we do have to remember about Tarski of course, the only part that is non-difficult for us is where the truth is defined for the language. In a slightly stronger language it contains the language. As soon as you extend the notion of truth beyond to other languages, then all the problems of translation and so forth come in.

Dr: You’re doing all of this, and yet I’d call the theory a theory. We do have a common meta-language obviously we can’t talk about now. We have to stand somewhere. We have to have a general theory now, a general meta-language in which we are all talking and we’re talking about two theories.

Q: But we can’t carry the notion of truth over from one of these theories to the other unless we make a tandem. And we can’t do that because they’re mutually incompatible until we fix one up.

Dr: That’s why I’ve been pushing it. Are we suggesting that within the Quinean framework we’re not in a position to ask the question whether they’re true or not?

Q: That’s the question that we were worried about two days ago.

Dr: And now we have a technical basis for it. If you’re going to say where Donald has pressed us on—how can we apply the word truth if we take the notion of theory in the strict Quinean sense in this context?

Q: But we know there, don’t we, that we can’t apply it outside the theory itself. If we’re going to apply it to both we’re going to have to embrace an inclusive theory or translate one into the other. And of course if we translate one into the other we have no problem.

Da: As soon as we understand somebody we can translate them. We apply our truth to them.

Dr: But look. The problem now is what do we say with regard to the predicate “true” with regard to these theories.

Q: We know the answer to that.

Dr: We can’t apply it to both because they contradict.

Q: That’s why I keep seeing the problem as going back to that one of the other day, namely since both of these theories are equally well warranted, shall we say, as Don would like to say, that they’re both true, in which case we’re not saying it in terms of translation because we’re assuming that these are not intertranslatable from the way of doing a sentence-by-sentence translation. But shall we say that they’re both true, therefore we’d have to make a tandem of them in order to have a truth concept of them that would give out both. Or the other alternatives that we considered, say that one’s true and the other’s false, or say that one’s true and the other’s meaningless because it’s got this term that we’ve got through Don’s device of respelling that doesn’t make sense in the other language, the other theory.

Da: It just isn’t in the other theory. That doesn’t mean it doesn’t make sense. It just isn’t there.

Q: Yes, not translatable, doesn’t make sense …

Dr: In the Stroud example both theories are translatable. They just can’t be conjoined because it’s the same language by hypotheses and some of the sentences in one are the formal negation sentences in the other.

Q: That’s right. That’s before we relied on respelling.

Da: Yes, that’s an easy way of thinking of my answer to Stroud. He isn’t speaking the language that Stroud thinks he is.

Dr: In your framework … I just want to know does it show [?] and the answer that Donald gave to the question is that it makes no sense to ask the question. Taking all of this in the Quinean terms, we have these two empirical theories in the Quinean sense. We have the Quinean sense of theory. And now we ask what we transform [?] Stroud[?] the Stroud question. In the Quinean framework what are we to say about those two theories? And the answer from you Donald is that there’s nothing to say, you don’t know what to say, or what? I got lost at the very end.

Da: So far I don’t even know what the two theories are. Who’s got these two theories?

Dr: It seems that we start out thinking we can make perfect sense of the notion of two theories that are empirically indistinguishable.

F: In the Stroud example with the brain in the vat, that’s what you reminded me of.

Dr: I don’t care. I want them to be two theories that [as] their hypotheses have all possible observation categoricals. We have two empirically indistinguishable Quinean theories that give you exactly the same Quinean observation categoricals. These observation categoricals are supposed to catch all possible observa­tions in the Quinean sense. And these two theories are by hypothesis written in the same language, same notation. But a subset of the sentences in one theory are the formal negation of the sentences in the other theory. Now the question we’re raising is, what can we say with respect to those theories in this sense, using the notions of true and false.

Da: Yes, you can say they certainly believe something that’s false, anybody that holds all of that because it’s all in the same language and here you’ve got two sentences which you understand and one of them is the negation of the other.

Dr: So you can’t hold both theories.

F: An idealist might be tempted to say that if they’re both equally well warranted there would be no choice between them.

Da: Yes, but since I happen to duck this basic sense of warrant I don’t have to … But I don’t think that can happen.

Q: Right. Because you’re pinning evidence on the world rather than the recep­tors.

Da: Yes and [?] Van said long ago but not somebody … I just wouldn’t interpret one of these predicates[?]

F: I think you’ll get some problems on your approach still. If you don’t get that problem then you’ll get an even more serious problem I think.


 [Here the lunch break took place.]







3.2 Third Day: Afternoon


 Q: In that new paper on indeterminacy of translation I eliminated the talk of verbal dispositions because they’d be, according to my account of dispositions, neural mechanisms.41 And I’ve made such a point in Word and Object of [how] the neural mechanisms behind different speakers’ behavior might bear very little resemblance to one another although producing the same superficial behavior, the analogy of the bushes that have been trimmed to match.42 Taking disposition literally in this sense would suggest that these people who were behaving alike, and we’d like to say that they have just the same verbal dispositions, would have in this sense different dispositions. So I want to avoid that whole problem and not talk about dispositions. That was one change. And then I stressed the following point, that [understanding] indeterminacy as a thesis that has to be proved or disproved is unproductive. For instance Rorty and Putnam both have worried about criteria whereby I would distinguish what constitutes acceptable transla­tion, somehow the concept of translation or the criteria of translation, between that and on the other hand, given the indeterminacy, the sort of maxims we might follow in order to get a preferable choice among these equally legitimate alternatives—simplicity, naturalness, give a short word as far as possible for what was a short word in that language, a short word for “rabbit” as [?] cœur,43 rabbit hearts and such.44 And actually, as Putnam recognized and as I’ve recognized, that’s not a distinction one wants to make at all. And so the way to look at indeterminacy of translation really is just that we should recognize what there is to go on in translating, and how little there is to go on, and whether it results in indeterminacy, because we’re taking a narrow sense of translation and not a wider sense. I do have a notion that there would be indeterminacy even in the most liberal sense we might welcome.


 [Here the tape was changed.]



Q: What we have to go on there sustains the traditional notion of meaning. And then in that same paper I went on to what dictionaries and grammars are for, technologically and in practical life. That’s the way I think [?] would look at them, namely truthful transactions with foreigners. Another point that came in, facts of the matter themselves grade off. Factuality grades off also. That’s something that certainly I haven’t remarked or stressed any before now. My standard of microphysical states as a standard of factuality does still stand.45 But what grades off then is how much or how clearly a given thesis, say that this grammar as opposed to that one or this manual of translation as opposed to that one is right, no fact of the matter. What grades off with respect to factuality is how much or how clearly a given thesis or a given question hinges on microphysical structure, because we don’t translate things in the terms of microphysics. So also is it in meaningfulness or factuality of belief statements. In some cases, the dog believes that his master is coming up the walk. That’s very meaningful and OK. Then you get off into belief of some theoretical thing out where you draw the line.46 And I think factuality may be a little like that only not perhaps as bad. Those are the points in that little paper which is coming out.

Dr: In the light now of what you take to be the starting point of translation, Van’s statement about how little there is to go on in translation has a different content to you than it has to Van. And I wanted to ask you, what do you take to be indeterminacy of translation in your terms? I know you have it in your terms but I want you to make that clear once again.

Da: Well, first of all there’s the indeterminacy that simply results from these switchings around of how objects are assigned to words. That’s indeterminacy, changing the definition of satisfaction.

Q: So it would be pretty much proxy functions again.

Da: One kind of proxy function.

Q: I don’t see why they don’t coincide with mine completely.

Da: I’m in doubt for reasons that we haven’t really discussed very much about the purely Pythagorean type of thing.47 But maybe I could be persuaded about that. Let’s go on. That’s indeterminacy. There however, the line between fact of the matter and non-fact of the matter is relatively clear. There’s no fact of the matter there for me in exactly the same sense in which there’s no fact of the matter about whether the temperature is Fahrenheit or centigrade.

Q: Yes, and furthermore, like the Japanese classifiers.48 And these have in common the following trait, they imply no indeterminacy regarding holophrastic translation of sentences but only the component terms. That’s conspicuously the case with proxy functions. It’s a matter of things not sentences.

Da: Good, you don’t change the truth conditions at all. There’s one. But there there isn’t any shading off of factuality. At least in principle it’s just like Fahrenheit and centigrade or grams and pounds. You can say there certainly is no fact of the matter about that, and anybody who thinks so is just making a mistake, though it’s a mistake that’s easy to make since people often think it makes sense to say one thing is twice as hot as another. And yet if you understand what’s a fact and what isn’t here, that is a meaningless claim. Now, that’s important enough to a lot of people since it means there’s nothing to the notion of reference, naming and so forth. Since the evidence that the whole theory rests on for me, although it’s not at all the same as it is for Quine, nevertheless it does not uniquely determine all sorts of further things even including truth because, to put it roughly, since I think of Van’s type of theory as not only giving a possible translation, let’s say ideally a satisfactory translation of a person’s words, one among many possible, it also at the same time is giving you a theory about what he believes, which is just as accurate and just as flimsy because he’ll assent to a sentence which can be translated so and so. You can also say that the person believes so and so. So it’s a joint theory about belief and meaning, and I think there are always going to be all kinds of trade-offs you can make. By assigning different beliefs to the person and different meanings you can account for exactly the same behavior. In fact this is a very realistic thing. We often are in a position where we just say, well you don’t mean what I mean by your words but we really agree. Or you can switch it to the other, and we’re thinking of more systematic cases, but nevertheless it’s a realistic thing to say, there’s nothing in the totality of behavior to decide you between how to assign the beliefs and the meanings. You can trade off between them, which is not any different than saying you can’t tell where the line between analytic and synthetic is. The roles of belief and meaning are not sharply differentiated because of the starting point.

Dr: And that’s the problem with collateral[?] information.

Da: In part. This is one of the many places where I’m completely in agreement with Quine. I simply learned it from him, and it seems to me that is the beginning of the possibility of a serious view of the nature of language because until Quine not only showed that there was a problem there but gave us an idea how to overcome it, namely by starting from evidence which combines the two things and then figuring out some way of separating them nearly enough or far enough between occasions. Nobody had any idea how to do that before then. And that was back in the days of Russell and Frege where meanings were hypostasized or fixed. This shows you how to understand how language works without having to have anything like the old ideas of meanings. So here we’re completely in agreement. If you ask me how about indeterminacy, I said before, even if the evidence were such as finally to leave you only one alternative, which it isn’t, even if it were, the existence of that line would depend upon empirical discoveries. It wouldn’t be something that you used to explain what goes on. It wouldn’t be part of the explanation of how communication is possible. It would just turn out, well by God you’ve got all this done and now it just happens to turn out that the only indeterminacy is this harmless kind of indeterminacy like the centigrade/Fahrenheit one but otherwise had all gotten actually nailed down. I don’t think there’s any chance of its being so for all kinds of reasons that can be spelled out.

Q: I think that’s exactly my view too. And also it’s clear that the indetermi­nacy of translation remains an open question even granted the indeterminacy of sentences, granted it for terms.

Da: Right, that’s what I’m saying. And as long as it’s an open question you can’t use the idea of fixed meanings as part of the original explanatory …

Q: Not fixed meanings of words, it would have to be sentences.

Da: Well, even sentences.

Q: Oh, if you’re going to keep the question open, you’re quite right.

Da: As long as that’s an empirical question you’d be begging it to assume that there’s something you’re hunting for that’s there.

Q: Yes, and of course the “Gavagai” example which loomed so large in the polemical literature and also in Word and Object itself, is at the term level. And it doesn’t touch the question of indeterminacy of sentences which I recognized at the time. “Gavagai” with a capital “G”, that was [a] determinate, nice observation sentence. Oh, it occurs to me a surprise I had in Spain, this young couple coming up a street in Granada and this girl had two issues of a semi-annual journal in Spanish on philosophy of language entitled Gavagai. I hadn’t even heard of it.49

F: Now, in the description you gave, evidence was not quite important in your account.

Da: I’m using the word “evidence” just for the empirical data against which I check the theory, something like, though not exactly the same as, prompted assent. You’ve got to decide what criteria you want your theory to meet. But that’s not an absolute view about the nature of evidence. You choose it in such a way that you think you’re not going to beg the question you want it to answer.

Q: Good. This question keeps recurring of extreme holism versus a moderate one, and it has occurred to me perhaps that there’s a place for both. The essential point in the extreme holism is that, and this is the familiar argument for holism, if an observation categorical that you’ve deduced from your theory turns out to be false you take the whole minimum body of sentences that implied that that were in your theory, and it’ll suffice to chuck one of them. And you can chuck any one so far as preserving that is concerned. The one that you chuck could even be a truth of mathematics because chances are that the truth of mathematics also was figured in the argument in serious scientific cases. Whereas of course the moderate holism is the one that I had in mind already in “Two Dogmas” in the example of brick houses on Elm Street. As I put it, some things are closer to the periphery than others.50 So there’s truth in both of these, but I’m foggy now on just what the relation of this characterization of extreme holism bears to the notion of our being able to sustain any of our sentences come what may. You just change something else instead. I guess that’s all there is to it. Yes, if it wasn’t one of the sentences that participated in the implying, of course you can keep it, you would keep it. If it was one that participated in implying you can always keep it by changing something else. So I think that that exceedingly extravagant statement that also is in “Two Dogmas”, namely that you can keep any of them come what may, is defensible, but it’s legalistic and when it comes to practical things of course it’s immoderate.51 Well it’s the [maxim of minimum mutilation].52 That’s why we change the one about brick houses on Elm street rather than some other. There is one question there still in the case of the extreme holism. Presumably we’re going to have to keep logic itself, enough of it so that we make sense of the implication relation itself which led to the false prediction. So this reflection does suggest a somewhat special status for logic in spite of my inclination to think of logic along with mathematics as part of the overall system of the world.

Da: If you think of it from the point of view of the interpreter, the person who’s trying to understand somebody else, then obviously he has got to, as well as possible, read a pattern into the other person’s speech that he can make sense of. He’s going to have to use something like his own logic, whatever that may be, in understanding the other person. That doesn’t fix things outside of the realm of just speaker and interpreter, but it makes one wonder where it is that you stand in order to raise a further issue.

Q: And you think of this consideration as applying only to logic or so much of logic as is required in implication itself.

Da: Yes, well having said that much I’m inclined to say take the pattern that quantification theory sets up. I doubt that I can make sense of my own views without that much, and this is just an empirical guess which I haven’t really tried to argue for very hard, but I doubt that there’ll be more than one way to read it into the other person’s speech behavior.

Q: Well, at least between objectual and substitutional quantification. Generally there won’t be any evidence which way to take that.53

Da: I’m not sure of that. But I don’t think there will be more than one way of taking the existential and universal quantifier.

Q: It’s interesting to think that these considerations may point after all to a difference in status between logic and the rest of science and furthermore this time a difference between logic on the one hand and the rest of mathematics on the other which on the one hand, giving logic a special status would please Carnap, on the other hand, further accentuating the cleavage between logic and mathematics, set theory, more particularly give [Hao Wang] discomfort.54 Which is all right too. That’s an interesting idea about logic.

Da: Van, is it right that you couldn’t get something that you might take as evidence for the difference between substitutional quantification and real quan­tification? If for a vast field this works, but so far you haven’t got any evidence to tell the difference, and now you find somebody uses the existentially quanti­fied predicate of what you take to be that, but there isn’t any sentence with a singular term …

Q: You know I used to tell him, OK give me an example. He says, “Well, Pegasus”. Then we don’t need being substitutional.

Da: No, but suppose he says I can’t.

Q: Oh, I see, then he’s being unfactual.

Da: Right, that’s what I’m saying. That’s a piece of evidence.

Q: Good. And I was saying why does evidence need being substitutional, so maybe you can.

F: In fact there is one whom you know who has a car with a rabbit on the license plate but you couldn’t remember …

Da: I didn’t even know. It wasn’t a matter of forgetting. I just knew that somebody did.

F: Yes, but at least there was no name you had to substitute there. You had existential quantifiers.

Da: I knew somebody had that.

Q: Oh, yes well it isn’t necessary to know even in the case of substitutional quantification. I’m just convinced that there is a name which if you knew it would be the trick.

F: I had one little objection to this thing about logic having a special situation. I think it’s more in accordance with your general view to say that there is no big difference between logic and mathematics. And the reason seems to be that what we use logic for is to make deductions and so on. And it’s because logic, and especially logic that rests on implication, matches very well our dispositions that are important in transferring the evidence between parts by the theory, and that other statements also transfer evidence to some extent, but it’s logic that tends to be in the strongest way general, any kind of general universally quantified conditional that you believe in will help to transfer evidence. And it’s just that logic seems to be extremely … would seem to say all other ways of transferring evidence can be gotten down to logic in some way.

Q: Well, that’s certainly the way I’ve tended down the years to look at it, but what stopped me here is the thought that if we can make free with logic along with everything else in order to get a theory that no longer implies that false observation categorical, what do we mean by implies or no longer implies?

F: Well, what does that mean that we have discovered that there were some things that we formulated in logic, that although they transfer evidence in a very efficient way, here we found a case that made us think that we shouldn’t have trusted that transfer of evidence. And in fact it will make our habit, or this propensity that we have to believe one thing just because of another thing that implies it, weaken.

Dr: Well, what you were meaning is that you’d replace a classical computation logic with an intuitionist logic. And then Dagfinn is suggesting that we’re getting a clearer picture than we ever had before what implication really is, that up to now we have worked with this classical logic which we’ve got it [?] basic intuitive feeling for transferring evidence or whatever. We get into real trouble, the kind no matter how hard we work we can’t really push further into this theory or study of nature. And low and behold we find that we have to give up things that we’ve treasured ever since prehistoric times, and that was articulated explicitly by Frege. And we now see that we do have logical implication but that we we’re slightly wrong in the spelling out of it, but the core of it remains. That is the picture that you have conveyed from “Two Dogmas” on. And it’s still constant with everything. It’s just so unlikely given the fact that so much would be touched. There you’re having maximum mutilation. There is no way to shift any so-called law of logic because if we’re sticking just to first-order logic as everyone in this room knows, any shift of [?] shifts the most basic truth functional properties, or at least the quantificational properties. You’re not giving up just one sentence.

Q: Well, and maybe we can even get the extreme case here and make continuity out of the whole thing in this way: in general when in view of holism we make this choice, we change this, we could’ve changed that, that does not imply of itself empirical underdetermination of natural science because although it does imply that there are multiple systems, scientific theories which fit all data up to now, the fact remains that making this change rather than this may fit the next observation better than the other change did. And in fact what the scientist is trying to do obviously is to make the change that is going to make the resulting system as durable as he can manage. And perhaps then the extreme case is where you spite logic itself in order to save the empiricist, and then it turns out that that isn’t by any means the most fruitful way of fixing up the system so as to have it conform to further subsequent observations because by the time you’ve done that you can’t make it conform to anything. You can’t even infer an observation categorical. And so maybe this is just an extreme case, and it doesn’t put logic in another category, which suits me better.

F: Yes because I can see that one could give you any coherent picture of the whole thing if logic is entered in a very different category from mathematics, say. There seems to be a kind of gradation. And Burt really put my point much better than I did in this idea that we have something that we try to get at, and that we feel that they’re covered pretty well through first-order quantification theory, but that doesn’t give first-order quantification theory any kind of special status now.

Dr: Up to now it seems to have been confirmed in catching this most basic intuition, implication, and then we found that we didn’t have to.

Q: Well, now, there’s this historical point, at the end of “Two Dogmas” where I’ve … I sort of like the way these things fell together when I was writing, in fact I was writing a letter just last week to one of these Spaniards [?] to that project, at the end of “Two Dogmas”, where I talk about the web and its peripheries.55 There was a question then, 1950, in my mind, what the connection was between the periphery and experience. That was all vague. I just hadn’t thought those things through, and I was aware of this being unsatisfactory in that respect. And then my suggested solution in Word and Object and later, mostly later, can be encapsulated in this, it seems to me, the web consists of standing sentences, we can ignore perhaps any occasion sentences in the web, af­ter all you can substitute standing sentences and give the same information [?].56 So the web consists of standing sentences. At the periphery there are observation categoricals. Those are still standing sentences, not occasion [sentences]. These latter, the observation categoricals are connected with observation sentences, there’s the next link. Connected with observation sentences of course [?],57 which are the antecedent, consequent of these observation categoricals, the third link, the connection between the observation categoricals and … they’re connected to the observation sentences, and the third link, observation sentences, since they are now occasion sentences, can be linked in turn by conditioning or whatever with stimulation there outside the web. And that’s where experience becomes stimulation.

Dr: When you say that are any things improved, you cleaned up “Two Dogmas”. And that’s why I wanted Donald’s response because this is really different.

Q: What I liked here was getting the thing down into three links and then reconciling it with the holism on the ground, that the holism applies to the standing sentences in the web and does not apply to what’s outside the web which is already the occasion sentence, the observation sentence and thus with the ob­servation sentence, is it corrigible [?]. In a sense, no, because it’s an occasion sentence that has no status except on that occasion, and on that occasion it is assented to. It does command assent, otherwise it does [not] qualify as an observation sentence, I mean if it commands assent on the spot at all. So that’s not a case of corrigibility or incorrigibility as far as I can see. It doesn’t apply. And then the record of this, the recorded observation, the protocol, is a standing sentence. And that’s inside the web. And that is corrigible, and when we correct it, when we change our minds about it, that’s the occasion where as we say we repudiate one of our purported observations.

Dr: This makes clear why, despite the difficulties, you’re not prepared to go in Donald’s way, because this you think is the way to make clear what seems to be the very heart of serious scientific method. And you’re tying them together. Now I just want to ask you, Don where you stand on this thing. Focusing just on language, which seems to be the primary interest, I can see why you want to start higher up. But if you see that Van’s position is resting on trying to make clear what seems to be the [?] intuition about scientific method, that you could differ with but then I want to hear it. But that’s the real source for talking about observation sentences and stimulus meaning and so forth.

Q: Before Don answers it might be helpful for me to put it in this separation of component issues. So far the connection of observation sentences with stimulation is just that they can be conditioned to sensation. They aren’t always conditioned with that, but through theory we go back, just a question of the individual being able to settle the thing on the spot. Well now so far there’s no thought of equating stimulations between observers.

Dr: How do you define observation sentence then?

Q: Yes, that’s a point. But if we just think of this scheme so far and what constitutes my clarification in later years of what I found muddling at first in 1950 about the connection of the periphery, the web with experience, as I called it, that schema would still stand and is not subject to the sort of problems that have been coming up about the ins and outs about stimulus meaning and sameness. There is the question as you say, how do you define observation sentence. There’s a question that would remain open. Certainly the thing has to be social. We’ve got to get other people into it. And in some of my writings I’ve done it this other way, but it leaves that problem.58 Define the observation sentence for the individual simply as an occasion sentence to which he is prepared on the spot to assent. And whenever he’s stimulated the same way again, of course nobody is ever stimulated quite the same way, but if he were, he will again assent independent of what went on between. Naturally there’s the problem of his changing, but those problems do remain. This seems much less controversial. Then that leaves open the problem of how do you get society into it? How do you get intersubjectivity into it? And that’s what opens up this can of worms about sameness of stimulation.

Dr: How are we to understand what you read to us? The notion of observation sentence and observation categorical, are they to be intuitively understood? Are they to be technically, specifically made perfectly explicit, but you’re defining them now without the notion of stimulus meaning?

Q: None of these. So far they’re just parameters. And the question just arises how to do it. I’m giving the structure of the solution. And then that leads us up to the problem, how to define observation sentence. I have thought at various times of the problem of homology of receptors, which of course does not exist, and furthermore, what makes me more uncomfortable still about it is that that’s a question of, shouldn’t that have come out in the first place. It suggests that it is the wrong way.59 And what I’m doing now is separating out the less controversial from the less satisfactory.

Dr: Only because what you’ve done is lay out the program. That’s what you mean by the structure. When you say the parameter, this thematic layout, there’s a way in which I don’t know what these words mean, and you’re giving us a direction.

F: This is really what you both agree on. You both agree also that what we have to start from in the study of language and translation and interpretation would have to be something that is intersubjectively in focus because these patterns of stimulation can be studied intersubjectively, but they are not really what we talk about when we use language, and that therefore we ought to see whether there’s a better way of getting at those medium sized objects. And that’s why Don says that really what matters is the causal connection between them and our belief states.

Q: And your dodge of a photographic plate is good but more as a sort of metaphor because for one thing it applies only to vision.

F: Maybe that was just a way of getting around one little problem for you, namely the homology problem. But it’s still staying within your approach be­cause it means going via this thing and say this is where things have to be the same and if they are the same there then we don’t have to worry about what is happening further up. And then Don said, and I think I agree with Don here, what matters for communication is really the objects that we are concerned with in our normal life. And the problem is that you suggest then that the role, what objects or situations and so on we talk about is determined by the causal connections between them and our own belief states, dispositions to assent and dissent. And there I feel that that causal relation idea also has to be tidied up just as you try to tidy up the chain of evidence.

Q: Yes, and furthermore that wouldn’t leave me satisfied, even if it were tidied up because there’s still that which turned out to be such a fundamental difference between having the meaning depend on the truth out there in the world rather than what’s hitting the subject.

F: But I thought we all agreed that Don was really on a good track there because that’s what you originally also wanted to hold, that it is the market-sized objects out there that communication turns on.

Q: Yes, but where this difference comes, the trivial case where it comes, and then it turns out also that it comes in very prominent and important cases, the trivial case is the counterfeit papier-mâché rabbit which would belong to the stimulus meaning of “Gavagai” for me but wouldn’t belong to Don’s evidence.

Da: Yes, and this can be seen in the case where somebody never sees anything except papier-mâché rabbits which would present him with stimulations of ex­actly the same sort that would make me say “Rabbit”. I’d say, well I have no choice but to so believe he’s talking about papier-mâché rabbits and not rabbits because that’s what he’s been conditioned to …

Q: That’s a turn that I’m reluctant to take even quite apart from the question of giving up the middle ground.

Da: Yes, it just emphasizes how meaning depends on something different for me and what is more closely tied to truth, though of course just believing it doesn’t make it so. Error is a problem.

F: One question I have to ask you Donald has to do with the theoretical objects, of what we say about things that are not market-sized that are really only inferred in our theory, because it’s always the causal connection that is decisive for you. And I wonder to what extent you’d say there too we largely have to be right when we want to talk about very theoretical matters.

Da: Well, though partly at least for a different reason, maybe not entirely different. There’s the inter-animation of sentences, as [?]60 puts it, which I track down as best maybe by looking at these dependencies in subjective probabilities, that is, these conditional probabilities which I say I can spot. So when I’m interpreting, translating, somebody else’s theoretical terms, then one of the things that I’m mainly depending on are these conditional probabilities. I see that here the term that he applies, or tends to apply to a certain extent, or has some degree of faith in applying contingent upon a range of other things where the causal method, works much more directly. And I’ll search in my own apparatus for some term that is more or less equally dependent upon the same kind of evidence. Of course all of this is subject to future complications due to further discoveries as the whole thing goes out into more and more of the whole network. So there the causal connection is filtered through these conditional probabilities.

F: Yes, and then it seems you could get on that level the same problem as empirically equivalent theories in your sense of equivalent, that conditional probability could work equally well for two quite alternative, abstractly, very theoretical parts of science.

Da: One postulates one set of entities. The other postulates another set of entities which can’t be defined in terms of the old vocabulary. I’m not going to throw out either of them. I might just neglect one of them if I didn’t have a use for it, but I have no reason to say one of them’s false. I’m going to say all those entities exist.

F: The two sets of entities. That is taking your old view on empirically equivalent theories.

Da: I may choose to live without one in the sense that I just don’t pay any attention to it because the other does all the work I’m interested in.

Q: And what I’d like to see is a sharp and invidious distinction that would shut “nirvana” out, and let some of these other things in.

Dr: Let me ask, why do you want it Van? Why are you looking for an invidious distinction? Where did it come out of, this idea of two empirically equivalent indistinguishable theories? This is a full exaggeration from where in serious science we do sometimes have equivalent theories. There are three ways literally to formulate [classical]61 mechanics, Hamiltonian mechanics, each of which [has]62 exactly the same experimental evidence and each of which has its own value.63 Psychologically they do very different things and one of them of course [?] likes quantum mechanics much better [?] Hamiltonian went to quantum mechanics.64 But as a theory of classical mechanics, where it really makes sense to talk of two theories, a good scientist knows the virtues of each. Hamiltonian [?] what you get originally. And each leads to certain virtues. There’s a wonderful discussion of this in Feynman, The Character of Physical Law.65 And so there you see it. And you would not want to throw out any of those theories.

Q: They’re not intertranslatable?

Dr: Well, they’re intertranslatable.

Q: Then it’s regarded as all one theory. And there’s no dangler there.

Dr: Well there’s no dangler there, but this is the Celsius and Fahrenheit example but in real terms.

Q: Right sometimes it’s useful to go back to the Kelvin, and other times might as well the other because the numbers are smaller.

Dr: And now we say that they’re not translatable or equally warranted.

Q: I agree. It will still be useful to have two.

Dr: Waves and particles.66

Da: Never mind this “true science”.

Dr: I understand, but that’s what I’m really wondering about because I want to defend the view I temporarily talked Van into. And you put your finger on it. Why I came with an example that wasn’t on all fours but [?] to lead you and then you get the [?]. We are trying to catch something that’s serious here. And what leads to all of this talk is in fact the history of science, in particular in this century, shows us that there is content in two, if you like, non-translatable empirically equivalent, but from the practice of science we know what to do with it. Normally we want to keep both of them for the reasons you say. Now when you push beyond there I really do feel that what I once suggested a couple of months ago to Van is, that we’ve relevantly gone beyond where we know what to say. If we are trying to catch these notions, where else is it coming from? I’m distinguishing the way I was pushing always the Stroud thing because that literally intuitively isn’t going to make it. We’ve gone beyond where we know what to say. We can make sense of it. We can force the issue. But the real problem of this is that we do have serious cases, and any idealization of scientific method must lead to serious cases of empirically indistinguishable non-translatable theories.

Da: Are there any other candidates for examples …

Dr: Beside quantum mechanics? I don’t know of any.

Da: Well why don’t we think of that case then, since it’s the only case we really are in a position to think about. Here we did seem to have two theories one of which couldn’t be turned into the other, the concepts weren’t intertranslatable, and they did account, both of them, for all of the known evidence.

Q: Is that true?

Da: I’m afraid it isn’t.

Dr: No, but matrix mechanics goes beyond the wavelength. That is, the Schrödinger wave mechanics doesn’t catch all the data of the Heisenberg one. They’re equivalent within the certain ways but the matrix mechanics [?]67

F: Maybe there could be three different kinds of situations distinguished. One would be the case of classical mechanics where different formulations of classical mechanics don’t seem to me to be seriously different theories. They are just different formulas since the ontology is just the same.

Dr: They lead to enormously different things psychologically. They make enormous differences in how you can push science on.

F: Yes, that’s right. But as far as those theories are concerned within mechanics I don’t think there’s any need to choose between them. They’re all fine, and they just are different ways of describing the same thing. Then you have at the other extreme the pure theoretical possibility that you are aware that in principle at least we could have quite different theories that are empirically equivalent in either of those two senses, but which actually postulate quite different contents of the universe, small particles and things like that. And that would be something seriously to worry about. But then we have the intermediate case, namely quantum mechanics where the situation seems to be different. There seem to be there theories that are supplementary to one another and that don’t really just catch the same phenomena but slightly different ones. But we feel that we need them both. And with this man in Texas, John Wheeler, he actually has an idealist view of quantum mechanics. He thinks that the reality that we are trying to describe arises whenever we make an experiment but it is not there independently of our observing.68

Q: He’s sort of a mystical …

Da: He sure is.

F: Yes I was down there to give a talk because he got so interested in things about meaning and he thinks that his view on quantum mechanics is just like this view on meaning that I think we all share. Well the way I put it was that meaning is a product of the evidence that is available to people who try to communicate, that is, this evidence that is available when we study the words, the objects that play a role in our normal lives, and that meaning is simply a product of evidence that we can make sense of, subjectively available to us in the case of market-sized objects. And he takes quantum mechanics to be just like that except that he’s not talking about meaning but about these quantum mechanical phenomena, that they occur only when we are observing something happening to market-sized objects. Of course it’s a very special interpretation. But at least I think that the quantum mechanical theories are one kind of multitudinous[?] theories that should be differentiated from the classical mechanical one and this theoretical possibility that I don’t know any example of in science but which certainly seems to be a possibility that is due to symmetries and all these things that you talk about in discussing Peirce.69

Q: But not that quantum mechanics is an empirically equivalent alternative to the semi-classical kind of thing. No, because otherwise they would be crazy to go over to quantum mechanics.

F: No, no I’m just thinking of different formulations of quantum mechanics. But I think that there I wouldn’t have any trouble with accepting these different formulations simultaneously. And in classical mechanics I think that there’s no problem at all with accepting them simultaneously, the Hamiltonian formulation for example and others.

Dr: As Quine reminded me, that’s not what he’s been saying at all because they are obviously translatable into each other.

Q: But in your case where they’re not that still leaves a question which perhaps becomes increasingly verbal, namely sure we have the two and they’re both useful and that’s what I said even when I was following your urging treating them as separate theories and not making a tandem. We can still go back and forth between separate theories. But when we’re in one we’re not speaking of the other as true or false perhaps. We can’t even express it, give translations. And if we leave things that way that’s fine. Then it’s just a matter of, in this case there are two nice theories. They’re both useful. We go back and forth, they’re still separate theories. And in another case there’s one nice one and one lousy one, the lousy one being the one that has “nirvana” in it, and we don’t have any temptation or any use for it. But then the remaining issue, Don isn’t satisfied with the situation where when we’re in the one theory we’re not regarding the other one as true. We’re either regarding it as false, or better, we’re regarding it as not subject to truth or false predicates because we don’t have a translation into our theory. And if we are going to regard them both as true, that would seem to be indistinguishable from the tandem approach, and that revives the question of danglers in the undesirable sense where anything goes just so it’s sufficiently meaningless from an empirical point of view so that it’s not going to spike any of our empirical evidence. Tack it on, sure, “nirvana” and all that. In order to accommodate Don’s preference there, what can we do still in order to be more hostile to empty theories? What invidious distinction can we draw?

Da: Yes, that’s certainly how I like to look at it, especially since this idea of being in one theory or another is to me a metaphorical expression which I don’t really understand. I say that I can use some words and fail to use others for a while and then these others … On the other hand if that’s a perfectly good theory, I’ve got a perfectly good concept of truth which applies not only to one language but to another, I don’t see what it means to say I can’t raise the question. I can’t define truth for some of the concepts in the other language if I don’t use those concepts because by hypothesis I eliminated them from what I’m using. But otherwise the idea of moving from theory to theory rather than just using one set of concepts or another set, I just don’t see what the idea is. I think there ought to be a better way, maybe there isn’t, of getting rid of petrifying danglers. But maybe it’s just going to turn out to be a matter of taste, so much is. I don’t know that there has to be a rule for getting rid of what’s useless. Though I’d like one.

Q: The general maxim that was guiding you there was economy.

Da: Now, let’s see if economy won’t get rid of nirvana. I don’t think economy will get rid of this other theory because it provides classifications that I don’t have in the other theory. And given those classifications there are going to be types of explanation that are available in the one theory that are not in the other. Now I wonder if any new generalizations, explanations, etc. are going to be available if we add nirvana.

Q: Maybe this is something. We’re thinking now of these two theories. Of course they’re all in the same language, and now maybe we can make it a little more parochial, they’re all in our standard predicate logic. They all have that form, quantification and truth function.

Dr: They both imply the same. I would assume that. What did we mean by implication as a categorical? When we talk about two theories we’re going to distinguish two theories.

Q: Well, no. I don’t think of the observation categoricals as involving quantification. This should be prior to any reification.

Da: It’s just a conditional between two sentences.

Q: Yes, except it’s a general conditional, but the generality is prior to quantification. Whenever it rains it pours is the general idea here. The thing is that we’ve got two occasion sentences as antecedent and consequent and the combination is not to be an occasion sentence, it’s to be a standing sentence. That’s one of the things I had to bridge, you see, in this three-step thing. I had to get from occasion sentence to standing sentence in order to get something that can be implied by a theory.

Da: But if there’s no quantification in there, then how does anything entail it?

Dr: The observation categories might not have …

Q: That’s good. That’s a very important point. Again it’s this double aspect thing depending on whether we look at it from the observation end, say from the point of view of the child breaking into the language at a level where we haven’t got the sophistication of objective reference, and quantifiers therefore, of taking the observation sentences holophrastically and then whenever this that or … When the sun rises the birds sing. And the decision procedure, so to speak, of these at the primitive level without any training in logic or quantification is just this, that one is in a situation where he does feel entitled to say the sun’s rising where he’s not in [a] position to say the birds are singing. And it’s that that refutes the observation conditional, the observation categorical. And like scientific statements generally, in the kind of thing that Popper made so much of, refutation is possible. Proof is not.70 So then we develop a whole theory, and perhaps we develop it our way so that it’s got bound variables and quantifiers and all that. And that structure is imposed on all the sentences within the web, including these most primitive ones, namely the observation categoricals. And so they are then in retrospect … what relates them logically to the rest of the theory would involve not only universal quantifiers in these categoricals, but also the intrusion or projecting of a predicate structure into the component observation sentences themselves, these occasion sentences so that in these examples presumably the variable would be a time variable. So for all t sun’s rising at t, we’re just saying t. So I agree that when we’re getting around to finding implication between theoretical sentences and these categoricals, we are quantifying, if we’re doing it our way. But the thing I’m hitting with there is that at that primitive level it’s not even determined that we’d be doing it our way, but there’d be some way or other, this seems to me plausible, where even the most primitive people would articulately or inarticulately have those generalizations in mind which would be more primitive than quantification considered explicit, namely whenever this happens that happens. This thing happens; they expect that to happen. And they’re putting that expected attitude into words by saying something to this effect, that whenever the sun rises the birds sing.

Da: I’m having more and more trouble now understanding the notion of empirical equivalence. You wouldn’t have any reason as far as I can see to think that you had empirically equivalent theories unless you had something that in some sense entailed the categoricals. So I was quite wrong in thinking of this in the analogy of the mental and the physical where I’m thinking of there being predicates with radically different extensions where you couldn’t define one extension in terms of anything else you have, or even the syntax/truth example. These are genuine cases of indefinability. But the notion of indefinability here is escaping me because we haven’t got anything to define yet.

Q: Well, now in the mental and physical isn’t it that we don’t have interdefinability of the predicates but we do have the same ontology. It’s a physical ontology.

Da: We haven’t got any ontology either have we?

Dr: Well, yes it’s a theory down to the observation categoricals.

Da: Wait a minute, we’ve got these two different theories …

Dr: With the same observation categoricals.

Da: Right but different ontologies.

Q: Which situation are we talking about? The mental versus physical …

Da: There I understand what’s going on.

Q: There the ontology is the same, right?

Da: The ontology is the same, absolutely, and that’s why I can make sense of there being classes of things that can’t be defined in the other vocabulary. But here I don’t understand you so far because, so to speak, once we put it in our own terms we’ve got the classes already formed because what we’re trying to account for is not the truth of individual observation sentences but the generalized ones. And if we’re trying to account for the truth of them, since they are already general, but we haven’t got the concept of a predicate or a class of things yet, then it seems to me any theory that is going to entail all of those things will be a theory that we can interpret as being exact or should interpret as being about exactly the same objects. So I don’t see in what sense these are two theories.

Q: Good, now I see two possible ways of looking at the problem here. One, it would probably be sufficient to take what would be the narrower of these two problems, namely now we’re considering theories both of which are couched in standard logic and have the same ontology, and that would be an interesting thing to examine. But secondly, I don’t see that that is necessary for the general case because I would still want to think of primitive observation categoricals as capable of being regarded neutrally in something that one community might develop into a theory in such a way that we do, namely retrospectively these things would be treated as quantifications over moments of time, and another theory which would take those same crude primitive observation categoricals and in ways that aren’t familiar to us at all or maybe in an Aristotelian way without Fregean quantifiers absorb them into its theory in that other way. And there’s these same observation categoricals in some neutral or primitive archaic language which gets analyzed logically in different ways in the two theories, and we can still speak of implication. But to get back to my first point, it might be better not to complicate the problem at least until we have to by this excess generality which is so evaporous and think how it would be in the case where the two theories are alike in logic and in ontology.

Dr: But they differ how? With respect to predicates?

Q: So they’d have to differ only in respect to predicates, and that’s the case of mental and physical according to anomalous monism except that they’re not empirically equivalent because the one is parasitical on the other and not vice versa.

Da: Parasitical in some sense, but it’s not as though you can infer the one from the other. My argument to show that the ontology is the same doesn’t go by way of … it goes by way of some elaborate highly theoretical steps that have to do among other things with causal relations between events identified in mental terms and events identified in physical terms.

Q: Oh, well mine was much more simple-minded. I just say the mental has the same ontology because minds are people, and token-wise each mental state is a state of the body.

Da: Yes, that’s my conclusion too. I just give an argument for it that’s all. I didn’t just say it. I argued for it.71

Dr: That’s not the point. The point here is on the assumption that you have the same ontology whatever the status …

Da: Let me try to understand this. Presumably the ontology that has to be the same is just the ontology of these observation sentences. We don’t have to say anything about the further ontology of these theories which might differ.

Q: Very well, the ontology of these observation sentences as reconstrued in a sophisticated fashion on the basis of the overall theory.

Da: Well, we want to be accounting for the same thing. The two theories are meant to account for the same thing.

Q: And so not necessarily the same beyond that. I hadn’t thought of that.

Da: Let the observation sentences be about rabbits and books, but in these two theories one of them can go on into atoms and electrons and so forth and the other one go on into something else. I just want to know what the rules are.

F: Yes, that’s how I conceive of the interesting situation.

Da: We somehow have got to be able to infer these sentences that are about books and rabbits from the total theory. So the theory is going to have to connect its unobserved objects with the observed one in some way or other.

Dr: Why can’t we use implication in the strict way where both theories are quantified in first-order logic. I don’t want to worry about other forms of implication right now.

Da: I don’t either. The trouble I’m having is, the things that we want to have entailed aren’t single observation sentences but rather these generalized … they’re really universally quantified conditionals. Now what is going to entail such universally quantified conditionals? How can we get two different theories that are going to do this? Of course they would have different words in them, but I’m worried about their actually being different theories.

Dr: Well, what do you mean by theory and what by sentences? We’ve got to use Quine’s language to do this.

Q: One of the theories says that all bodies are composed of these particular elementary particles. Another theory says that all bodies are [?] composed of this and that kind of goo.

Dr: A predicate is simply a linguistic formula.

Q: These are theories that a book isn’t composed that way, … a book is composed the other way.

Da: No, no because Quine isn’t willing to take it as two different theories if you just switch the words “electron” and “neutron” for example.72

Q: Because they’re intertranslatable.

Da: Right, so that doesn’t give you a different theory. So it isn’t just the words.

Q: No, that was a counterexample.

Da: Yes, now what I’m worried about is that what can be interpreted as coextensional predicates are going to turn up in the theory. They’re going to explain the same universally quantified conditionals.

Q: The kind of thing that I just suggested that two different theories as to the internal or fine composition of gross bodies, both theories agree about books in particular, books among other things. And the two theories would give you the same behavior of the books in the end, and the birds, and the sunrise, and everything else.

Da: Well if we can think of that then that’s right. You see it can’t give us the same behavior so to speak book by book. It’s got to give us the same behavior with respect to books.

Q: I think it could by book. But it’s just that the theories will differ as to what goes into a book.

Da: But wait a minute. What we have to have entailed are universally quantified things. So we’ve got to have a connection between the predicates. It isn’t enough to just say, on one theory all physical things are made up of one sort of thing and on the other theory they’re made up of another sort of thing, because that’s not enough to give us entailments that concern all books or all rabbits. It’s the latter point that I’m worried about. It’s when we get the predicates or something that’s going to work off the predicates …

Q: Is the problem simply that we can’t get much in the way of biology or economics or the rest from particle physics just because of the complexity of things?

Da: No, I’m asking in a purely theoretical way, what alternative theories are going to be competent to predict these generalizations? I like this way of putting it because without the generalizations it would be hard to be sure you had a good reason to suppose that the two theories accounted for the same things, the same observations. It’s only if you can take whole …

Dr: Are you questioning whether we can make sense of what to do when one who’s [?] for a long time, but one could make sense of, namely that two different incompatible theories that have the same empirical evidence because that’s what Quine is trying to get at. Now maybe what you’re suggesting is, as Quine at one time almost suggested didn’t make sense and then goes back and forth, you are coming to view the … if you take seriously enough if you have two theories that are not by hypothesis compatible and yet you can infer from them exactly the same observation categoricals you’re not questioning whether this hypothesis makes sense. Is that it?

Da: I’m just trying to think about it.

Dr: But that’s really your question. You’re not taking for granted, and that’s a very good approach. We say blithely that they are non-compatible. To make them non-compatible means in some sense you can’t, by using your trick that Van likes so much, so that you can reinterpret anything … and yet at the same time they have exactly the same “empirical consequences”. And you’re now asking, “Does that make sense?”

Da: Yes, that’s right. I’m having trouble thinking about it because of the fact that we’ve already formed the classes in effect, and I don’t really care very much whether …

Q: Oh, that’s it. That’s it because these same classes have to turn up as extensions of the predicates in the observation categoricals that we’re deducing. They have to focus on those same classes.

Da: That’s what’s worrying me.

F: But the general problem is how to get from a theory about these microparticles to something that happens too much, rabbits and so on.

Dr: That’s not the problem.

Da: No, it really isn’t. I’m not worried about vagueness …

F: No I was thinking that we have certainly one theory that seems to be fairly good, namely talking about electrons and molecules and so on. And that gives us the observational conditionals that we generalize into observational statements if we want.

Da: It does? I wouldn’t have thought that it would be very easy to get from physics any generalizations about books.

F: Well, in that case we might not have a quite satisfactory theory yet, but the idea was I guess …

Dr: Yes, that’s the hope. That’s the idea of doing science, but he’s asking a theoretical question. He’s talking about a methodological question, can we make sense of having the same class of sentences here and the same class of sentences here from things over here that presumably are different and cannot be translated into each other? It has nothing to do with whether in physics today we can go from physics to biology.

Da: It’s not as though physics doesn’t apply to books. It applies to everything.

Dr: He’s asking what I would call a logical question. He’s asking really, given [interpreted]73 formalisms … you’re asking a model-theoretic question.

Q: And let’s think how it actually seems to go in science and what this is supposed to be sort of a caricature of. The particle physicist himself arrives from his theory at a hypothesis that if such and such an observable situation is created in his laboratory, and he can tell by looking at it that he has set up that situation, at least to his own satisfaction, that he has set that up, it’ll all be in very technical terms, then such and such another situation and this is the observation categorical, if this then this. Whenever this, if you really put enough into it, into the specification, whenever this and that conditional has been derived logically supposedly from his high-flown theory of elementary particles, and then the question is how about another theory, independent somehow and translatable into this one, that would imply those same experimental conditionals.

Da: I’m even dubious about the first one doing it in any very serious sense. But that two of them should …

Dr: Would it be an experiment in particle physics? You don’t have that. That’s what he has in mind. And presumably the hypothetical-deductive method is what Quine is resting on.

Q: These observation sentences that go into their categoricals will be, I for one will be …

F: But even without the problem that we are looking at, it would really be that if we could have one theory that would do it, then presumably we could have two.

Da: I’m really just worried. I’m not laying down anything at all. I’m worried that if you saw how to take up all the slack that we actually allow between theory and observation and testing, if you saw what it took to take up that slack, you couldn’t have two.

F: Well, if you could work out that then we might not have to worry about these empirically equivalent theories anymore.

Dr: But see you’re challenging very deeply now … We get this picture originally from purely logical considerations. Let’s take all the statements of number theory. Let’s try to be where we all have some clarity because all the statements of number theory we can all give different axiomizations to them. Now I don’t mean axiomizations just for number theory, but let’s assume you give different axiomatizations for exactly the same number theory and different set theory. And let’s assume they are really different set theories, and there’s a sense in which you make the other translate two given set theories into another in a sense in which you might not. You have exactly the same number theory, and that is you get Peano arithmetic.

Q: And the best thing about this example is that often we can prove that one set theory cannot be …

Dr: … translated. That’s what I’m building on. Now fine, what are we going to say? This is the basic picture that has led Quine on and all kinds of people in what I’m calling methodology. This is part of a theory of science, methodology. Now, that seems to make perfect sense. Indeed we find it fruitful to think that way when we do serious logic. So by hypothesis we do it now doing physics the way we got the Quinean observation categoricals which kept just the exper­imental data, and now we ask him that we do such theory. And by hypothesis it seems that makes perfect sense.

Da: Maybe you’ve just given us two such theories.

Q: Of the non-experimental kind, yes.

Da: Just combine the mathematics with the physics which you need to do anyway.

Dr: You mean you’d come out with two different set theories for the same physics? It’s an example that somehow seems to rob it of its interest to.

Da: Why?

Dr: Technically we could always do it I know.

Da: I’ve been trying to think of real examples, and I just hadn’t thought of it that way. There’s something wrong with that but, no, after all you need mathematics or physics. So, just add the two together, and here we’ve got empirically equivalent theories, but you can’t define all the concepts in one in terms of the concepts of the other. Good.

Dr: Yes use [Fraenkel’s] set theory and use Quine’s set theory, and you can’t translate into each other, and you can do exactly the same physics.74

Da: I’m satisfied that we have an example and I’ve stopped worrying about it. I don’t see anything wrong with that.

F: I guess one would have liked to have something where the entities are con­crete, but he certainly should be able to address the same problems here where the entities are abstract if we are very realistic …

Q: As Don says we really have it now. Mathematics and physics are one trunk, and they differ at that particular …

F: And the problem is whether one should treat one of these set theories as right and the other as wrong or both of them as true.

Dr: Yes, we’re going to say both of them are true.

Q: We are content at breakfast to play back and forth between both and this particular example but still that doesn’t help us much because that can still be a matter of playing back and forth between two theories rather than two parts of an inclusive theory.

Da: Yes, in fact these can’t be two parts in one theory.

Q: Not with the same ontology but with a total ontology with limited quantifiers, a multi-sorted, [multi]75-sorted quantification two different senses of ‘∈’ and ‘∈́’.

Da: Two different senses of “one” and so forth.

F: Then we would say, then you get too much so you wouldn’t want it for reasons of economy, since you can get all you need for just exactly one of them you wouldn’t really want both of them.

Q: Good, which is the argument against the tandem thing on economy.

Da: But the argument for the tandem thing which we can do here is simply sometimes you want one sometimes, you want the other.

Q: Yes, but there’s also the answer to that that you can go back and forth even if they’re separate.

Da: That’s the part I don’t know what you’re saying there.

Dr: What is your objection?

Da: One of the reasons is that since we’re allowing that words in one of these theories mean the same as the words in the other theory and I’ve got what I am sure is a notion of truth that I got by going from one language to another …

Q: We’re using the word “true” in different senses, and each one’s defined in its own theory.

Da: But that’s like putting indexicals on it and then saying these words don’t have the same meaning in the two cases. Either they’re two different concepts of truth which is truth relativized in a way that I don’t like. Or we’re in effect saying that these words don’t have the same meaning in the two theories in which case there’s no reason we can’t have them together.

Q: Oh, there is still the reason of economy.

Da: Only that though.

Q: Yes, which is I think the only for me, but it’s a big one because it helps as far as we might be saved by that invidious distinction that I’m groping for, namely that other things being equal, tolerating such extravagant danglers would tolerate all sorts of unwelcome, irresponsible pseudo-science.

Da: I don’t even see what the economy is. If you’re going to keep both of these on hand and use them, what was the economy. You put one car in the garage while you use the other one. You still own both cars. What’s the economy? I don’t even understand the concept of economy here anymore. If you really want to be able to use both of them, what is it that you saved by saying that’s in a different language rather than just saying that’s part of the language I’m not using now.

Q: Well I think the economy about it is clear enough. There’s still the question how desirable it is, but the economy is that you slice away something and you’ve still got all the observable consequences, all the observation categoricals as consequences that you had before. I did have the thing down more narrowly than that, namely that if there was no increase in vocabulary in making the tandem then it’s fine because this is just all the more truths about things that we’d like to have all the truth about we can get. But if the annex has an irreducible word, that’s what puts it in the same category as these irresponsible, parascientific things.

Da: But it seems not …

Q: Well, not … so that’s where we’d like an invidious distinction.

Da: Yes, I agree.

Q: When we were getting these competing theories down to the point where they have the same, well it looked like the same ontology, then we decided, no it won’t be quite the same ontology, but a lot of the ontology getting closer to common sense would be the same. It’ll be a theory that has predicates. Set theory is a case, and then to what extent if at all does that exclude the unwelcome cases such as nirvana? Would that again be something in our standard ontology? Yes I suppose maybe not quite. I suppose you’d require some disembodied spirits, otherwise what’s the identity in the case of metempsychosis?76 In what sense are these two stages of the so-called same person the stages of the same person? Maybe Buddhism gets excluded by the criterion merely of sameness of ontology. On the other hand we don’t want sameness of ontology anyway when we get to the more theoretical objects, the elementary particles or the sets.

Da: What’s the aim? If we give some hints as to what “nirvana” means, then why not allow it so we can deny that there is any such thing?

Dr: You’re saying you might want to reach some notion simply by pointing out … So, instead of saying they’re meaningless we want to say it’s much better to say, “what the hell there is no such thing”.77

Q: What I think of now is that that may bring in an additional methodologi­cal consideration because in the case of centaurs and unicorns I don’t see any problem. It’s a plausible empirical hypothesis that there are none at any place in space-time. And that’s not an example of a theory that would be an empty dangler, a theory of centaurs. So that wouldn’t be an example. Nirvana was intended as an example. The question is still if it is one. But if it is one then the matter of there not being such a thing as nirvana would not be a question that would be decided in relation ultimately to observation categoricals. It would be decided on an independent basis, and this is something perhaps to consider, whether it would be an acceptable addition to our methodological canons, namely opt for non-existence rather than existence on grounds of economy whenever you don’t need to assume existence. So that’s a nice irony it seems to me. Here’s a justification for admitting it’s meaningful, the nirvana theory, despite my thinking we’re going to want to exclude it on grounds of economy. Keep it, but make it innocuous again by considerations of economy, namely non-existence. Now it’s ontological economy. Meaningless metaphysics, the kind of things that Carnap was inveighing against …78 It isn’t always a question of objects. That may be the trouble. But if it isn’t a question of objects, then we’re no longer in this standard, which we for a while are considering exclusively, namely theories of standard form because theories of standard form have nothing but predicates and logic.

Dr: Yes, but isn’t part of this trouble that you’ve got to have some predicate, say “is nirvana”? Now what you’re trying to rule out is a class of linguistic forms that you think under normal interpretation is nonsense.

Q: That’s the trouble isn’t it? Let these theories have these standard forms, and it is a form purely of predicates, but here’s a predicate we can’t understand.

Dr: And you don’t want it in there, presumably.

Q: And if it’s a predicate we can’t understand, then we can’t handle this by a non-existence situation.

Dr: But if you don’t understand it then … OK that certainly makes it known.

Q: Well maybe there’s the invidious distinction.

Da: That’s what I’m suggesting.

F: That would probably also apply to mental predicates, and there you would have another role that you would take on the mental predicate. Again there would be the same ontology, but you just redescribe it.

Da: Same ontology right, but here [they]79 are predicates that we do make sense of in the sense that they enter into our social talk because we [apply]80 them on roughly the same basis with the same situations.

Q: And yet we do, or don’t we, exclude them from science.

Da: Well I don’t care how we use the word “science”. Let’s say sure, we exclude them because they certainly are not ever going to keep the character they have and be incorporated into anything like a serious science.

Dr: That’s the real way of putting it. They might have the word, but they’re not going to be like the tradition is.

Da: Exactly, so then, no they’re not part of serious science. But they’re socially useful. We agree enough on their use so that we understand somebody who uses them.

Q: Yes, and also here we’re excluding these. But on the other hand, in the case of these two systems of science that we’re imagining or in the set theory that we’re actually more than imagining, you would keep these both as true.

Da: Absolutely.

Q: In fact this mental stuff you’re going to regard as true also.

Da: Absolutely.

Q: And yet you’re not going to admit those as part of a tandem science.

Da: Oh, a tandem science, no. Only because of the fact that there’s no way to get good laws from these concepts. Vague and useful generalizations but not …

Q: What sort of a truth predicate then are you applying? Truth predicate in what language?

Da: Oh, just in my language which already has these terms in it.

Q: Well then, that sounds pretty tandem to me.

Da: Tandem, well they’re both in my language. They’re both in my conceptual scheme. Of course they’re tandem. I say his intention caused him to do so and so which caused the vase to break. I need both the mental concepts and the physical concepts because they all apply to ordinary things.

Q: Yes, the mental thing isn’t autonomous. The physical thing is.

Da: Well, autonomous in a sense yet to be defined. I mean, everything is physical …

Q: No I don’t mean that. By “autonomous” I don’t mean simply complete. It’s autonomous in that you can explain all of nature without bringing in mental terms but not vice versa. You can’t explain all of mental activity without bringing in physical terms.

Da: No, I don’t think that’s safe. The only safe thing to say is you can ex­plain all events that are described in physical terms by just going into physics. Whereas there’s lots you can explain about things that you describe in mental terms, but if you put both mental terms and physical terms together you still can’t explain it in the same sense of actually …

Q: You can’t express let alone explain.

Da: Of course you can’t express it, that’s right. But you can’t express the mental things in physical terms.

Q: No, but you also can’t express the mental things to an appreciable extent without also using physical terms in the context. And the converse is not the case. That’s my point. That’s want I mean by autonomy.

Da: OK, that’s great.

Dr: But look, we’ve brought up enough times this mental and physical as examples of either tandem theories or not tandem theories, but first of all they’ve got to be used in theories which I take it was your point. We’re trying to get some sort of invidious distinction. But in the first step we’re talking about theories. At least I feel that there’s a big ambiguity once again. Are we going to have mentalistic predicates, part of what Quine would call a theory, to which we’re going to apply a truth predicate, just like physicalistic terms, before we can even get this question going?

Q: And Don is going to apply truth predicates to the …

Dr: So you’re going to have a natural theory.

Da: A theory of truth.

Dr: No, I beg your pardon. We’re talking about two empirically equivalent theories.

Da: No we aren’t.

Q: Well these aren’t empirically equivalent if I understand the term. We brought it up as an example of what might or what might not be recognized as an acceptable annex. But this wouldn’t be a case of taking an empirically equivalent theory as an annex. It would be a case to compare in other respects with annexing nirvana. The nirvana theory by itself isn’t an empirically equivalent theory to our own. But if you admit danglers, then these Buddhists will come along and say, “how about us?” And the mental thing is analogous to them.

F: So these are really two different issues, and maybe we should still discuss a little more that problem with these two actually empirically equivalent theories. But there you said that those two theories, even if they differ with respect to sets, are both of them true. I agree that we might have equally good evidence for each of them.

Dr: That’s the hypothesis.

Da: More than that, in some sense here it looks perfectly obvious if one is the other. The combined physical theory plus the mathematics that we get from set theory in different ways, that these are empirically equivalent seems right. And so if one’s true the other is.

Q: I’d like to know what Dagfinn’s reason is because Dagfinn’s objection to my taking this other language is like Don’s present, and when I finally some time later felt persuaded, it was because I was thinking in terms of Feigl’s notion of dangler.

F: Well that would still apply, I guess, when you won’t need more than one of them to explain everything.

Da: Maybe or maybe not. Easier computation or aiding intuition or whatever.

F: Each one of them separately would suffice for all explanatory purposes and then to have both would be to have something superfluous, and we would like to get rid of it.

Q: Yes, and it would be a case furthermore that was a superfluous thing that had a distinctive irreducible term in it which wasn’t in the other so that we couldn’t just regard this as a little more information about the same old stuff.

Dr: And that’s exactly true of my example if we take Quine’s set theory and Zermelo/[Fraenkel’s] set theory. We’d like to say that Zermelo/[Fraenkel] giving us physics is true, and Quine giving us physics is false or vice versa. And it seems very hard to think why, and yet you feel …

F: This was one reason. It seems at least to follow if you accept commonly thought as one criterion for what you should believe in. You don’t want to believe both because that seems to be just too much. It’s just needlessly much.

Da: Well, since one of them contains concepts that can’t be defined in the other, it’s not true that you don’t add anything. You add some conceptual sources too.

F: I add something, a lot of objects and universals. And when both count, I get more concepts than you need.

Da: More than you need for some purposes, but if there’s a concept there that classifies entities in a different way than the other one does, then that is a conceptual source. And you say, well you’re just going to throw it away because it doesn’t have any empirical consequences. But I don’t like that “therefore” in there. Just because it doesn’t have any additional concepts doesn’t seem to me to justify the idea of throwing it away. But of course I see no need to throw it away. I don’t understand the concept of throwing it away in this situation. What do you mean you’re throwing it away? You still know about it.

F: I know about it. I just don’t think it’s true.

Da: But why say that? You don’t think it’s true unless you think yourself over to the other side and then you think it’s true.

F: No, I don’t try that vacillation.

Da: Well which of these set theories are you going to take?

F: I don’t know.

Dr: Pick one and then live with it. That’s the idea.

Q: You can change your mind too. That’s all right. Changing back and forth, that’s also all right.

Da: I don’t object to any of that. What I object to is while you’re in one saying that the other’s false.

Q: Yes, and I appreciated that objection when it was raised back in St. Louis.81 That’s why I resorted to this further device of rendering one of them untranslatable into the other so that falsity and truth wouldn’t apply, and I thought that took some of the curse off it but maybe not enough.

Da: I don’t myself see the gain, not just admitting it’s true and maybe saying it’s useless so let it go, or that it isn’t doing any harm. Abstract objects and so forth don’t use up any space. It’s not as though the world was getting crowded because we’ve got so many abstract objects, as long as we understand them.

Q: Well in this actual example do we want to say that yes there are all these Zermelo/[Fraenkel] sets and all these sets in my system, and the world is twice as full of sets even as we had supposed.

Dr: You Donald simply don’t feel a problem now of saying that we have our physics and we have both Zermelo/[Fraenkel] sets, and we have Quine sets and Quine classes.

Da: Yes, I don’t mind that, and furthermore if we succeeded, which we haven’t, in physics of finding two kinds of objects that could explain everything that we need to explain, I wouldn’t hesitate to say they’re all real things. I mean what more does it take? Nothing more. And the proliferation wouldn’t worry me in the slightest. It isn’t a burden. But I would still object to the empty things, and so I would certainly like to find a principle by which to eliminate the things that can’t do any work.

Q: Yes, one step we may have achieved in that direction is that we could consider whether we can understand the term, and we throw off the stuff that we can’t understand unless we see that it’s serving such a useful purpose in prediction that we …

Dr: Like the Schrödinger Ψ function. What you just said now is what Carnap spent his life resisting because that’s exactly what’s underlying the reason why Carnap thought there was a real question and he couldn’t get it by this nonsense of analytic and so forth. That is, you have the Schrödinger Ψ function which you cannot make any serious sense of. You knew that. In the Ψ2 you’d [call] it probability but you call it [?], but that’s simply by analogy to the [?]. It has no meaning at all. He wanted to keep that but he didn’t want to keep nirvana. What you’re worried about is what he was worrying about and he wanted to get criteria for it.82

Q: And here utility and prediction would be the answer for Carnap wouldn’t it?

Dr: Not only that but that’s where he had the verifiability theory of meaning he wanted. He wanted a clear cut criterion to rule out, and put this way the motivation was very good. He didn’t succeed for reasons that we’ve all agreed on.83

Da: Yes but utility in prediction is vaguer than and better than trying to pin it down by a verifiability theory.

Dr: That’s the advantage, but we see why one tries to and we’re always caught in the same position. But I do feel, and again I cannot articulate why, there does seem something so unreal. We’re trying in some sense to reconstruct, we’re trying to reconstruct the process of serious science to end up saying that you’re going to have both Zermelo/[Fraenkel’s] sets and Quine’s classes of sets.

Q: We’re trying to get a picture of the world that’s intelligible in some sense. And it seems much less intelligible if we got this doubly bewildering universe of sets.

Da: Why?

F: You know, maybe part of it is that all three of us are very ascetic. But still, of course we would like to have arguments.

Da: Look on anybody’s theory of sets; think how many there are. They really just go on and on. And that doesn’t worry us. In fact that’s part of the nature of the thing.

Q: No, that doesn’t worry us, but it gets to worry me when we try to put them all into the same universe.

F: But one argument would be that if you have one of them you don’t need the other. You say, well maybe there was two things; you can do with one of them in the conceptual distinction sometime.

Dr: We can’t do any normal math, math of physics. That’s by hypothesis.

Da: We might just stop identifying the numbers with any of these sets.

Dr: Yes, but then you have the gerrymandering problem because it isn’t just numbers. You’ve got to have real numbers; you’ve got to have complex numbers, the laws of them.

Da: Yes, we could have just one number one though, instead of a whole lot of them.

Q: Good. I see what you mean. We wouldn’t have that long [?] there.

Da:Well I guess that’s what [Benacerraf] argued isn’t it.84 He said what numbers cannot be. They can’t be this set because there’s equally good reason for saying they’re the other, so they’re neither. I’m not actually suggesting that we take that line, but we could.

Q: I think I take essentially the same line but in less paradoxical words, namely I think the way to look at it is that not in practice but when a philosophical question comes up, no we don’t have numbers, we have these various sets, lots of ways of picking sets that will do these various purposes of numbers usually. We’re not even stopping to say which ones we’re using or even to decide which ones we’re using if it’s not going to matter, but the numerical terms become terms for roles played and not for the objects themselves. But in practice it’s convenient to let them function as names of the unspecified players of the roles.

Dr: Well I can give an answer to my own example. All modern advanced set theory, the whole model theory of set theory of Zermelo/[Fraenkel] was not done in Quine because there’s a tremendous problem plaguing the whole theory of constructivist sets and everything that came out of Jensen, Cohen and so forth, math logic.85 It’s not the set theory that is worked with in that way. And so you can rule out this particular example if you want to take that into account. None of that affects the doing of physics. None of that affects the original work. That has to do with doing advanced math logic or advanced set theory on set theory, so we can go on this way. We’ll always be able to make some distinction, the question is how round a distinction. We can even probably make some distinctions of this given example that is a distinction within some ongoing subject, but it won’t affect what I thought was the real point of the problem, what is your warrant given that the empirical evidence is the same? And the other considerations are can I get back and forth. One can say well, maybe if we eventually build a theory of constructive classes and sets for Quine’s set theory we’ll have more interesting blotches, just like New Foundations is almost inaccessible but the results you get on it are fascinating.86 I’m doing this deliberately to show that there may be no clear cut easy criteria at all. You said taste before, and we’re now trying to take that much more seriously. Let’s assume you put the axiom of infinity on New Foundations, and let’s assume you work with it as Rosser did to build set theory out of it and gave you real numbers.87 And you do your physics that way. Now somebody might say it’s such a hard theory and it’s so peculiar that we therefore have something much more interesting to worry about. I’m doing this deliberately, so your normal criteria of a kind are not applied. Once we understand all the results of Zermelo/[Fraenkel] you’ll want to work the New Foundations if you’re a mathematician of that ilk. I’m not joking. I’m trying …

Da: Burt’s coming slowly to my point of view.

Dr: … to his point of view. If they are not translatable into each other, but they do something, they’re not [?] that means that you’re going to have a different meta-logic if you like. You’re going to have reasons to explore the differences. Now we’re very far from what started with doing the physics. But you have an interest in the, if you like the superstructure, so that there’s a reason for multiplying …

Q: So you can do all these things without considering them as a total system of the world. You could think of them in terms of oscillating.

Dr: You could, but then I think maybe, as Donald was saying, this might be truly verbal Van.

Q: Yes, but still if you think in terms of an overall system of the world it seems clearer, it’s more satisfying certainly, to get the thing as compact as you can manage it, as simple. And that’s certainly been the goal of scientific theorizing.

Da: Van, why isn’t it a perfectly good compromise to say, sure as far as you can tell all these sets exist. Sentences about them are true. But what we’ll call our unified theory of the world isn’t going to include that. Our unified theory of the world just doesn’t include all the truths. That’s all. You can say that if you want about mental events. They’re really there. They’re useful. It’s interesting. We need it for some purposes. Our unified theory of the world isn’t going to include that stuff.

Q: But then we’re going to have this problem, which is going to be our unified theory of the world? The physical theory say plus this much of some particular set theory that’s needed for the mathematics or that plus this alternative chunk of set theory.

Da: Since we’ve allowed both of these things to be true your choice is not going to be based on the question of truth. It’s going to be based upon economy, ease of use, various pragmatic considerations.

F: Wouldn’t the aim of science be not then to have a unified theory but a complete theory likely to have as part of a theory an account of how the whole world is [with] all its sets.

Da: I find that vague. No matter what theory you end up with, I won’t want to explain somebody doing something [without]88 referring to his beliefs and desires. I don’t think there’s any chance of ever reducing those concepts to physics or imbedding it so to speak in something better, basically better. So the idea of it being complete seems to me to have a number of possible interpretations. If by complete you mean explain everything you want to explain, then we may need all kinds of predicates that don’t fit into very good science.

Q: I think I’m beginning to see this as a third alternative, namely dissociating truth from theory and associating it simply with the language. So we can regard all these things as true, and then one particular interest we may have is a system of the world. Well and there are various ways of indulging that interest. And we can consider this one, consider that one. We can work back and forth, and we can compare them, and we can do so without regarding one as true and another false. But now we’re back to the situation of applying truth to a lot of mutually inconsistent sentences.

Dr: Well they’re not inconsistent necessarily Van. We can’t translate Zermelo/[Fraenkel] into Quine.89

Q: Then we’re going to stick to Don’s respelling device.

Dr: And that you have already ahead of time.

Q: Well only if you put accents on the Zermelo/[Fraenkel] epsilons [∈́].

F: Then you have the nirvana problem again because now you would end up having to say that it’s true that …

Q: But in this case we know that adding the nirvana theory to the system of the world that we may be contemplating within this broader territory of truth … we know that adding that is going to be a dangler. It’s not going to make an interesting theory of the world. We do want our theory of the world, whichever one we’re considering at the time, to be as economical as we can. But we can still entertain these sentences about nirvana on their own merits. We do entertain them. We find we can’t make sense of them. We find we can’t make any particular interesting useful inferences from them, and we chuck them, at the same time keeping things that might be a useful alternative. This I guess is just Don’s view of it.

F: So the truths would simply be all the alternatives that might be useful, but our theory comprises only one.

Da: The truths of course are consistent in not only what we know, but what there …

Q: This is certainly a third way because here we’re getting the effect of the tandem theory without making the tandem theory because we’re just tandemizing truth but not theory.

Da: Exactly, yes.

Dr: So all truth is a matter of being in a generally consistent theory of the world which is something you’ve been pushing for a long time. And you’re pressing me, saying well at least we know it was in a theory.

F: I’m not so happy with this dissociation of theory from truth.

Dr: A lot of things are connected with that in other contexts. What you’re saying is whenever you have two empirically equivalent theories and they’re not translatable into each other in one sense, then you’re going to have the common … Look, if they’re not translatable into …

Q: They’re not translatable into each other, but they’re both expressible in our inclusive language.

Dr: And we’ll have truth [in the] inclusive language. We have truth, so we have language, and we simply take what is common to both of them. Is that what we said?

Q: No.

:F We may have to include something of one or the other.

Q: Yes, we’ve picked the one we like. That’s our theory. The other one’s true, but we …

Dr: … go with what we have.

Q: Yes, and we also go back and forth.

Dr: And if there’s no grounds for picking up the theory, then the two systems would work.

Da: Because of [?]

Q: Gives a sense of freedom.

Da: If we ever get one. Talk about science fiction.

Dr: This brings out [?] on reality. It starts out as a question. That seems natural to go from trying to get a serious picture of science and [the] language of science and all the rest, and then you get to this again and again, and it dissolves as something serious. We seem to be moving to have more and more freedom with respect to it. So what we’re saying here is, if you have all your truths, a large body of truths, then you have ways of selecting from those truths two equivalently empirically but different in other ways, and we choose from various grounds one rather than the other way. That’s really what you’re saying.

F: But, a theory, that would be a collection of statements that we take to be true, and such evidence is transferred between them. And it’s very hard to see why we should exclude some of the truths and say that they don’t belong to a theory because evidence is transferred between them anyway. You know we have these two set theories, and you now regard both of them as true but you say only one of them is included in your theory of the world. But of course it’s not you that chooses the theory of the world because it in part depends simply on how evidence is transferred between these sentences.

Q: Maybe now the residual trouble is the notion of choice and the possessive pronoun. Here there are various theories of the world. And they’re all true, and some are better than others. And they’re not intertranslatable, but they’re all in our language.

F: But we certainly don’t make decisions about transfer of evidence. That’s something that just happens to us I think. When we believe one thing, we also come to believe another thing, that is, if I believe P and Q I don’t sit down and decide whether to believe P. That transfer of evidence from the first to the second sentence is such that you can’t help believing P when you believe P and Q. And then if the two ingredients in a theory would be such that they consist of true statements or statements that you hold true, and such that these statements are connected to some kind of transfer of evidence, that’s how I like to look on a theory. Then you have already set up all the statements in both of these set theories actually. And then it comes to how evidence is transferred using this set theory. That’s not something where you can decide, now I want to have evidence transferred only in one of them but not in the others so they both remain our theories.

Da: Yes, that’s right in the most elementary situations. But if these theories are at all subtle, then you are going to choose within which one you’re going to make your calculations, what you’re going to put into your computer. It’s a free choice that you have. That’s a transfer of evidence in a more complicated sense because it’s not as though you can’t help believing what the computer’s going to put out after you put all this stuff into it.

F: I can decide which theory I want to make use of, but both of them seem to remain my theory.

Da: Yes. If you take it in a psychological sense, your theory just means the sum of the things you’re convinced of at the moment.90

F: Plus, I don’t wish that we analyze [?] there’s a good deal of transfer of evidence between them.

Q: Yes, so your theories might be several. You like them all.

F: Yes, that’s right. And then I may happen to prefer one for certain kinds of practical purposes. Of course it lends itself very easily to quantification.

Da: If we allow the mental/physical abrupt analysis in some respect, I see Burt put his hand up like this and my physical theory, on the basis of this I make various inferences about changes in the center of gravity of [?] and so forth. I, at the same time using my mental theory and inferences, compare to find his then and when he’s apt to say something next. I don’t even want to suppress either one of these, and I want both of these kinds of transfer of evidence to go on.

Dr: There is however a shift. And it is connected with Donalds’ deeper point, and they are not real different [?]. One has been inclined to think of a system of the world as encompassing all one’s truth.

Da: All one’s convictions perhaps.

Dr: Well in the Quine era really all one’s …

Da: One’s true conviction?

Q: Yes, with the unrealistic notion that one has rounded the whole thing out and reconciled.

Dr: That was the thing that moved Van very much, and it’s a picture that led to these kinds of questions, why you’re worrying about it. This way out or this approach seems very interesting not just for the immediate question but because it shifts very much the whole picture of why you are concerned with the question. And it really does throw light and weight on what you’ve been saying directly and indirectly for the last two and a half days I think because on the deeper questions that have been discussed, the epistemological ones, at least my construal of them for a very long time. And that’s why my praise kept coming, up quoting Quine and stuff. It is that truth is within a theory and we always have that. Don, you always have been resisting that. And this brings out more how it was pushing you, I mean the whole way. And there’s no problem with taking this. There’s no inconsistency between saying truth is within a theory in some domain where we were doing it and doing it here. There is no logical contradiction, but there’s a difference of emphasis. And you would have to say more now because the picture that goes on, this is not supposed to be … If what we’re simply trying to describe is actual scientific practice, then this isn’t too bad, that is, there are no systems of the world. That is, the modern science works with all kinds of theories, and reaction approach today is so far removed from this picture. And so in that way the idea of talking about a whole class of truths and then systematizing subsets of them in various ways always subject to the same empirical evidence is not too bad a picture perhaps. But vis-à-vis these considerations that have to do with trying to get very clear what the notion of evidence and building up as a whole theory … it’s not incoherent but it has consequences … It cuts back the force of saying you’re dealing with a big theory. It emphasizes much more truth for their own, and theory becomes much more just some form of organization for the moment, which is what I think you tend to like.

Da: Well, I don’t see that I’m committed to that.

Q: It seems to me to reduce truth to the more humdrum, humble status that it ought to have from Tarski’s point of view. When we think in terms of a system of the world, ostensibly the one true system of the world and then the question how about another one like it, then even though it’s still Tarski’s theory of truth, it’s got some of the exaltation that the notion of truth has had down the ages. And now maybe I think this cuts it down to size.

Da:Well, that’s certainly consistent with my general attitude.

F: I’m still rather unhappy with this third position. But of course that doesn’t help matters as long as I don’t have a good argument.

Q: Oh, it puts us on our guard. It helps some.

F: The only thing I had was this about the danglers and so on, but of course now we let only some of the truths go into our theory anyway.

Q: Yes, the danglers don’t intrude because we’ve got all that stuff in another category without having to hook them on. This seems more realistic somehow, well as you say, more like what scientists actually do.

F: But you know scientists often use something which has a lot of simplifying considerations, and they make quite clear themselves that this doesn’t really correspond to the world but it was made up for this kind of specific purposes. And that kind of ad hoc simplification would certainly fall apart.

Q: Yes, in fact simplifying, going right back to perfect vacuums and frictionless surfaces.

F: Oh, well that’s what the scientists do certainly. They use those kinds of theories, and you wouldn’t regard them as true although they are used by the sciences. So we can have that kind of freedom when we do science even without this prolific …

Da: Oh, sure. Well they just say suppose that two objects are falling in a gravitational field and there’s no inter-given medium.

Q: And now how close does warrant and belief come to truth, to knowledge? How close does warrant come to truth? They still can coincide for familiar reasons.91

Da: Right. The way I have of thinking of it, which doesn’t make it decisive, given my approach there’s always a presumption in favor of the truth of a belief.

Q: Yes, yes because more than half of one’s beliefs are true.

Da: Yes, and also the method of deciding what their content is which ties them in general to the outside world is of a kind that will show why a large percentage of them are readily true. So that doesn’t tell you which ones are true, of course. It doesn’t tell you there’s a general assumption.92 In a way that’s just another way of putting my answer to the holistic skeptic. Belief is in it’s nature veridical. When we understand how it is that the contents of belief were decided, we see that there’s no way that most of them could be false.

Dr: But why is not this view, Don, the third way of handling the theory, make a bigger gap between warranted belief and truth because now warranted belief if I understood it before was that you’re warranted because you have empirical evidence for it. Now we’re prepared to grant that we have a lot of truths that aren’t going to be part even of our system.

Q: But we’ll have empirical evidence for them in their respective systems. Isn’t that right? They’ll still be implying observation categoricals, and they can still be tested. In fact they have the same evidence.

F: In a way I think I would prefer to state it by saying that they are all parts of our various theories of the world. We have all these different theories, and each of them is justifiably belonging to one of them, but then for practical purposes we use maybe one theory most of the time and so on. That seems to be a way of answering your question.

Q: That’s what we’re considering.

F: Yes, but this thing about there being warranty for them, there is warranted evidence for them.

Dr: That’s what Van was just implying to me because I was focusing on the fact that we have all these truths and we pick them and systematize them so as to find a [?]. But all of what I left out of my question was that you won’t have any truths in this infinite list that do not belong to some system.

Da: It’s an isolated belief. It hasn’t got any connection with any others. It’s not a belief …

Q: It’s still got to go down finally to observation categoricals and all by the shared logic.

Dr: Yes, because it’s the same language. It certainly has sort of deflated the notion of system of the world.

F: So every time somebody would come up with a very good explanation of what happened, although they might have had equally good explanations beforehand, they would have found out that there were more things in our universe than we want to [?] before because now we have a new set theory that seems to work to show that there are more of these sets.

Da: Yes, people kept discovering there were more numbers than anybody had known about before.

Q: Yes, I think what takes the curse off that… I had been worried previously about all this unnecessary proliferation but now, looking at things this way, we are reserving those considerations of economy to respective systems. And then if you take all these alternative systems collectively, well sure, there’s just a horrendous redundancy of ontology, but we don’t care because where we’re going to care is within a system.

Da: Right. I mean somebody once said that there are a lot more numbers than anybody thought of. They just define them up there. Why should I care? They’re not using up any space of mine.

Q: These aren’t going to be on earth. That’s what saves it.

F: I don’t think Nelson Goodman will be too happy with this nominalism.93

Dr: This is more like a Goodman picture. You have all kinds of different ways of systematizing.94

F: But we won’t like to regard ourselves as worldmaking … we are world-discovering, isn’t that right? There are more truths there than we thought. It’s not that they’re made true by us.

Da: I think we might well think so. I’m sure Nelson would say that.

Dr: The world is … what you’re giving is different descriptions of each system of the world? Subset of all these truths is the world, right? That’s what you mean by the system of the world. And so you agree that it not only said something that’s quite relevant, what is in fact troubling you and me more is that this does take on the character of Nelson’s worldmaking. What else is the system of the world. But we somehow seem to have all these truths, and then we take a cookie cutter and take a subset of one. The restriction of course, where it differs from Nelson, is we really do have this fixed observation categorical. And now the Quine notion of observation categorical is more important than ever because that’s the only real link, and the rest takes on more and more the picture of idealism. And that’s where the debate between Donald and Van is very relevant now because what has happened by this way of handling it, there has been a shift as I’ve been saying more to Donald’s overall perspective. But what here Van is most concerned about saying the answer to you on the way I give up my dogma is absolute now in this presumably theory-neutral class of observation categorical, theory-neutral in the sense of the system of the world and not theory-neutral from the theory of theories.

Q: And now we’re regarding each of these alternative systems as different ways of describing one and the same world. And in that respect this is like my unregenerate position in the second essay of Theories and Things where I said they were all true.95 That’s the one that Dagfinn didn’t like and to that extent puts us back there. But not to the extent of tandem theory.

Dr: No tandem theory. You have all these truths. Don’t call them even common tandem truths, whatever that is. You simply have all these truths, and then you pick a particular subset of them.96

Da: But that’s surely exactly what we do.

Dr: I’m not sure you see, from fact you have the truth. That is, in real science and anywhere you get to the damn truth is to see in the theory. It’s not somehow the other way around. Here you’re saying, here, have the truths and you’ll have the theory that will take a subset of the truths.

Q: Well, but it’ll only be the theory that gives evidence to the truth.

Da: The physicist isn’t going to give up thinking he’s having spaghetti for supper just because absolutely nothing in his physical theory entails that.

Q: In fact all these truths now outside of theories … Isn’t it going to mean that all these truths are just the aggregate, the logical sum of the truths in all the theories, but there’s none of them that’s outside a theory.

Dr: No, no, that we agreed on. It depends on how you want to look at it.

Da: No, I think some of these truths aren’t going to be consequences of any very sharp or comprehensive theories.

Q: Because of the mental and physical.

Da: No, I think all kinds of just ordinary statements about books and rabbits and so forth are not going to be entailed by a comprehensive physics.

Q: Oh, no, not by particle physics, no. I had been supposing that anyway. No indeed. No economics or psychology, much of biology, archaeology, history. Early and late it hasn’t been a question for me of deriving things from atomic physics. It’s just all physical.

Da: Right, but then what are we going to count as a good theory?

Q: It will have a lot of principles I think, a lot of generalizations and hypotheses of an historical and archaeological and economical and psychological kind and so on along with atomic physics. But they’ll all be geographic.

Da: OK.

Dr: Now I just have one question about what’s on the board. Now these presumably are statements within linguistic theory, particularly grammar. Presumably they’re statements of grammar. And they’re statements about English grammar. Now are there facts of the matter in the Quinean sense that underlie those statements?

Q: I think it’s a matter of Sittengeschichte.97 I think it’s a matter of the account and description of customs, and more particularly in this case, it’s the custom of an elite subclass of English speakers.

Dr: It’s describing certain verbal behavior.

Da: Or purports to.

Dr: Oh I’m not saying whether it’s true or false. But now talking in the Quinean theory, one needs presumably analytical hypotheses to get to terms and so forth. But I had always thought, and this is in the locus classica of these debates, that where you have analytic hypotheses there be no fact of the matter.98 That’s the problem. And see this is where Donald … I can’t say that to him in the same way. That’s where I’ve been trying to bring back all afternoon.

Q: No, I don’t think so. Well I don’t see this as analytic hypotheses since it’s our own language. But the grammar is a matter of finding what seems to be the simplest neatest way of describing the totality of strings of phonemes that belong to the elite form of the English language. And there’ll be different ways of doing that. And the choice between one and another, apart from considerations of what two kinds of things, will be, I think you’re right, devoid of factuality. The two considerations that would come in are one, of course simplicity. I think there’s also another one which years ago I didn’t recognize, namely one could also try to reflect in the grammatical structure the unspoken intuitions on the part of the native speaker which can be elicited to some extent by examining the learning process on the child’s part: what mistakes he makes early and in what order the various rules so to speak are brought to bear and the mistakes are corrected. And the rules that are earlier by this hierarchical criterion will be the more general rules in the ideally constructed grammatical theory than the others. So that’s another consideration besides simplicity. I think that those two come in, plus maybe Tom Bever’s click experiment where he has this subject say at what point he hears a tape recorded sentence and then the experimenter clicks a clicker. “Where did that click occur in the sentence?” he asks and it’s found, according to Bever, that the subject will tend to move the click one way or the other depending on what he intuitively thinks of as the main break in the sentence even though he’s ignorant of grammatical theory.99 So I think those criteria are the ones we have, and I don’t think they’re decisive. And within that I think there’s probably still latitude comparable to accept quantitatively to what we have in semantics and that to that extent there isn’t a fact of the matter. And so I think there are degrees of factuality. Of course you can say the same thing in translation, namely whether there’s a faithful translation or not is factual. So the question would be this, wouldn’t it? Two grammars which produce the same totality of strings that are going to be called grammatical, and is it a fact of the matter between the choice of those?100 And I think the answer to that is going to depend partly again on what considerations we care to bring in, whether simplicity is going to count and whether this genetic consideration’s going to count. And if we bring both of those in and say, yes that’s part of the stick to the problem, then my conjecture would be still that there might be two grammars between which there was no fact of the matter, or maybe that would be true of one language and not another.

There’s an important difference here, one that struck me when I was reading Stephen Neale’s paper, namely the respect to which grammar is so much better off in this respect than semantics, namely the question of where there may be no fact of the matter in the case of translation is whether this English sentence and this native sentence are or aren’t synonymous, whether the one is or isn’t a translation.101 In this case it’s not the question of there being no fact of the matter between whether this string is grammatical English, elite English, or whether it isn’t. This is more a step to the Fahrenheit/centigrade thing. And so for that reason I’ve never talked to indeterminacy of grammar in the way that I have of the other.102

Dr: Grammar of your home language.

Q: Well, any.

Dr: Because you pointed out that the whole question was about your talk about analytic hypotheses to get into things. You first have to take the quantifiers.

Q: I’d say any when it comes to grammar because I’m thinking of the task of grammar as giving formal conditions, necessary and sufficient, for a string of phonemes to belong to the language under examination.

Dr: So that you’re not viewing it as part of grammar when I go into the foreign language to pick out the quantifiers or the truth functions.

Q: No.

Da: The task of syntax is to define “meaningful”, whereas the task of semantics is to define “meaning”.

F: But there’s some interplay between semantics and syntax, and in this case it would come in in the case of syntactic ambiguity. I guess you would want your grammar to be such that it builds syntactic constructions of the sentence in just those cases.

Da: Only if you’re going to hang semantics on it. That’s a new task for it.

F: Yes, of course we develop a grammar which is not really meant to hang semantics on. You would have the problem …

Q: Oh, good. So that would be a third constraint.

F: Yes, that’s right.

Da: Oh, if you’re going to hang semantics on the grammar that’s a big constraint.

Q: Well but just hanging enough semantics to take care of syntactic ambiguity.

Da: Oh.

F: Yes, not semantic ambiguity, just syntactic. Semantic ambiguity, that would be a full-fledged semantics but syntactic ambiguity …









This statement is at the end of the first section rather than the first chapter:


In a general way, therefore, I propose in this introductory chapter to ponder our talk of physical phenomena as a physical phenomenon, and our scientific imaginings as activities within the world that we imagine. (Quine 1960, 5) 





See note 144 for more on the notion of surface assent.




 Any realistic theory of evidence must be inseparable from the psychology of stimulus and response, applied to sentences. (Quine 1960, 17) 






 … our philosopher may still try, in a spirit of rational reconstruction, to abstract out a pure stream of sense experience and then depict physical doctrine as a means of systematizing the regularities discernible in the stream … But this is a misleading way of depicting matters … For the trouble is that immediate experience simply will not, of itself, cohere as an autonomous domain. References to physical things are largely what hold it together. (Quine 1960, 2) 





The difference is nicely explained by Lynne Rudder Baker:


… Latin distinguishes two readings of ‘in the middle of things.’ There’s the middle of things from which one starts, and there’s the middle of things into which one jumps. ‘In medias res’ is the middle of things into which one jumps; I, however, mean to invoke the middle of things from which one starts. Thus, risking an accusation of pedantry, I use ‘in mediis rebus.’ (Baker 2001, 378)



See also Dreben (1994).



This refers to the behavioural scientist James Grier Miller. One of the epigraphs Word and Object starts with—“Ontology recapitulates philology”—is attributed to him. I have not found any text where Miller discusses Quine’s work though.



Two passages that fit these descriptions well are:


… what wants recognizing is that a physical theory of radically different form from ours, with nothing even recognizably similar to our quantification or objective reference, might still be empirically equivalent to ours, in the sense of predicting the same episodes of sensory bombardment on the strength of the same past episodes. (Quine 1975c, 81)




Our talk of external things, our very notion of things, is just a conceptual apparatus that helps us to foresee and control the triggering of our sensory receptors in the light of previous triggering of our sensory receptors. The triggering, first and last, is all we have to go on. (Quine 1981g, 1) 





This probably refers to:


We see then that what [we] are concerned first and last are sentences: sentences at the bottom that are conditioned as wholes to the stimulation of the scientists’ sensory receptors, and sentences of high scientific theory at the top. (Quine 2008d, 170) 





See note 209.



Quine defines events as the material contents of portions of space-time, and does not distinguish between events and physical objects—see note 212. Against this reduction, Davidson had defended a conception of “events as constituting a fundamental ontological category” (Davidson 1969, 232). In order to make this proposal palatable he had given the following extensional criterion for the identity of events:


… where x and y are events, x = y if and only if ((∀z)(z caused x → z caused y) and (∀z)(x caused z → y caused z)) 


 (Davidson 1969, 231)



In response, Quine objected that this criterion is circular as a principle of individuation because it presupposes a domain of events that are already distinguished from each other. He also complained about “indigestion”:


… events intrude as foreign matter. We are comfortable with our spatiotemporal regions and the stuff that fills them, the bodies and their extrapolations into the gerrymandered, the diffuse, the very large and the very small; but the events are conceived to be none of these. (Quine 1985a, 166–67)



Davidson accepted the circularity charge and conceded that Quine’s criterion according to which events are identical if they occupy the same portion of space-time is superior. But he maintained that one needs to hold on to a conceptual distinction between objects and events (Davidson 1985, 175–76).



“Epistemology Naturalized”—in which Quine raises the question “Why not settle for psychology?” (Quine 1969a, 75)—has often been read as a proposing to abandon epistemology, construed as a normative enterprise, in favour of a purely descriptive account of psychological processes. Quine emphasies that this is not his view in a response to Morton White (Quine 1986f, 664–65). For more recent systematic discussion see Johnsen (2005) and Ebbs (2011).



Davidson (1982). The conference in question was a symposium in Vienna celebrating the 100th anniversaries of Neurath and Schlick. Quine did not actually attend though (letter from Dirk Koppelberg to Quine from 15 September 1982).



See previous note 133. The paper was later published under the title “A Coherence Theory of Truth and Knowledge” (Davidson 1986).



That there is no unique general criterion of meaningfulness is an important consequence of Carnap’s adoption of the principle of tolerance. In The Logical Syntax of Language, Carnap writes that he still wants to reject certain metaphysical pseudo-concepts, but remarks that this “is not so simple as it appeared to be on the basis of the earlier position of the Vienna Circle … On that view it was a question of”the language” in an absolute sense; it was thought possible to reject both concepts and sentences if they did not fit into the language” (Carnap 1937b, 322). There is thus a marked contrast between Carnap and Ayer, for the latter starts his Language, Truth, and Logic by formulating the “criterion of verifiability” which is then used to dismiss various philosophical claims as meaningless (Ayer 1946, ch. 1).



“A Defence of Common Sense” is the salient paper by Moore. He there argues that we know many ordinary propositions about the world to be true, and also draws an important distinction between (a) knowing a proposition to be true and (b) knowing what its correct analysis is (Moore 1926). Wittgenstein, in On Certainty, furthermore argues that there is something incoherent about a radical skepticism that attempts to doubt everything all at once:



	If you are not certain of any fact, you cannot be certain of the meaning of your words either …


	In order to make a mistake, a man must already judge in conformity with mankind. (Wittgenstein 1969, 114, 162)








See Davidson (1980) for more on the relationship between theory of meaning and decision theory.



Transcript has “assumed assigns”.



Transcript has “Cousteau”.



Transcript has “from”.



Putnam helpfully introduces the label “vat-English” for the language the brain in a vat speaks (Putnam 1981, 14).




 Suppose that in one night all the dimensions of the universe became a thousand times larger … what was formerly a metre long will now measure a kilometre, and what was a millimetre long will become a metre. The bed in which I went to sleep and my body itself will have grown in the same proportion. When I awake in the morning what will be my feeling in face of such an astonishing transformation? Well, I shall not notice anything at all. The most exact measures will be incapable of revealing anything of this tremendous change, since the yard-measures I shall use will have varied in exactly the same proportions as the objects I shall attempt to measure. (Poincaré 1914, 94) 






 Experience might, tomorrow, take a turn that would justify the skeptic’s doubts about external objects. Our success in predicting observations might fall off sharply, and concomitantly with this we might begin to be somewhat successful in basing predictions upon dreams or reveries. At that point we might reasonably doubt our theory of nature in even its broadest outlines. But our doubts would still be immanent, and of a piece with the scientific endeavor. (Quine 1981e, 475) 





See note 62.



I have not been able to find such a passage in Field’s publications. In “Conventionalism and Instrumentalism in Semantics” from 1975, he rather seems to argue for the opposite conclusion, namely that causal relations can be used to exclude many—though not all—proxy-functions:


… the difference is based on a fundamental dissimilarity between the rabbit/rabbit-stage example and the rabbit/φ-of-a-rabbit example. The dissimilarity is that whereas any causal relation to a rabbit is a causal relation to a rabbit stage or an undetached part, it is not true that any causal relation to a rabbit is a causal relation to a φ-of-a-rabbit. For this reason, a theory of reference according to which ‘rabbit’ refers to rabbits but not to φs-of-rabbits is easily constructed … (Field 1975, 400, see also 398–99; 1974, 202)



Davidson’s point is, however, reminiscent of Putnam’s critique of Field’s causal theory of reference, see Putnam (1981, 45–48).



Transcript has “cost”.




 But we can do somewhat more justice to what the linguist is after in such a case if, instead of speaking merely of stimulations under which the native will assent or dissent to the queried sentence, we speak in a more causal vein of stimulations that will prompt the native to assent or dissent to the queried sentence. (Quine 1960, 30) 





Davidson (1986, 318).



See for instance the classic Russell (1912) for a case against causation.



Quine (1974, 5–8).



Quine (1974, 8–12).




 The suffix ‘-ile’ or ‘-ble’ in ‘soluble’, ‘portable’, ‘visible’, ‘ductile’, ‘fragile’, ‘combustible’, and ‘comestible’ connote a sameness in the style of the cues or tests that we are offering for recognizing or identifying these seven physical attributes. (Quine 1974, 11) 





See Reichenbach (1938, 348–57) and Goodman (1955, 92–99). Goodman introduces the notion of entrenchment as follows:


We have noted that “green” and “grue” seem to be quite symmetrically related to each other. Are we any better off now than before to formulate the distinction between them? The answer, I think, is that we must consult the record of past projections of the two predicates. Plainly “green”, as a veteran of earlier and many more projections than “grue”, has the more impressive biography. The predicate “green”, we may say, is much better entrenched than the predicate “grue”. (Goodman 1955, 94) 





Transcript has “odious”.



Davidson (1973a).



Quine (1981c).



Putnam (1975).



This is the introductory logic course Quine taught at Harvard for many years.



Transcript has “transplace in”.



To illustrate this, we can contrast Quine’s interpretation of Tarski with that given by Field in his “Tarski’s Theory of Truth” (Field 1972). As we already saw, Quine stresses the importance of the disquotational paradigm exemplified by “‘Snow is white’ is true if and only if snow is white”, and wants to understand the notion of reference by means of an analogous disquotational principle (note 80, see also Quine (2008e)). In contrast to this rather deflationary conception of truth and reference, Field has a much more realist reading of Tarski according to which the latter wants to reduce the property of truth to a natural property. Based on this assumption, Field argues that Tarski’s theory needs to be supplemented by a naturalist reduction of the reference-relation, which might be provided by causal theories of reference. This is completely alien to how Quine conceives of things.



Transcript has “sense”.



This refers to Quine (1987) which came out in January 1987.



See note 211.



This is French for “heart”; “rabbit” means “lapin”.



See Putnam (1974, 35–38) and Rorty (1979, 196–203).



See Quine (1978).



See note 52.



See Quine (1976).



See Quine (1969c, 35–38).



See also Quine (1990b, 6).



Quine (1951, 40–41).



The statement is on Quine (1951, 40). See Quine (1991b, 268) for a retrospective assessment similar to the one given here.



Quine calls the principle that one should avoid any “disruption [that] would reverberate too severely throughout science” the “maxim of minimum mutilation” (Quine 2008d, 168).



See Quine (1969b, 104–05).



See Wang (1986, 628–30) and Quine (1986c, 645–46).



This probably refers to one of the organisers of an international conference in Granada that Quine had attended in March 1986 (Quine 1986a, 737). Quine there gave the paper “The Sensory Support of Science” (Quine 2008c).



The relevant definitions are in note 223.



Transcript has “paralyzed”.



Passages in which the social character of observation sentences is stressed are:


The requirement of intersubjective agreement already affords us just the definition we need. A sentence is observational insofar as its truth value, on any occasion, would be agreed to by just about any member of the speech community witnessing the occasion. (Quine 1974, 39)




Observational expressions can be roughly distinguished from others by a behavioral criterion, involving no probing of sensations. For this is characteristic of them: witnesses will agree on the spot in applying an observation term, or in assenting to an observation sentence, if they are conversant with the language. Their verdicts do not vary with variations in their past experience. (Quine 1975b, 315)



For the definition from Word and Objection that relies more directly on the notion of stimulus meaning see note 191.



See note 197.



Transcript has “Anne Maxley???”. Quine used the label “interanimation of sentences” in Word and Object (Quine 1960, 9), which was inspired by I. A. Richard’s “interanimation of words” (Richards 1936, 47).



Transcript has “plaster”.



Transcript has “is”.



There are three distinct ways to mathematically formulate classical mechanics: Newtonian, Hamiltonian, and Lagrangian mechanics. They are standardly taken to be equivalent, though the notion of theoretical equivalence is itself contested. See the references in North (2021, 106–07, 212 n 27).



Quantum mechanics is usually formulated based on the Hamiltonian version of classical mechanics, see for instance Dirac (1964).



Feynman (1965, 50–54).



The transcript attributes this line to Davidson, but the flow of the conversation suggests that Dreben said it.



Schrödinger’s wave mechanics and Heisenberg’s matrix mechanics are two formulations of quantum mechanics that, like the different formulations of classical mechanics mentioned in note 287, are standardly regarded as equivalent (North 2021, 186, 212 n 27). While this may be correct for their contemporary versions, F. A. Muller has argued that the original formulations given by Schrödinger and Heisenberg are not equivalent, one reason for this being that “whereas matrix mechanics could in principle describe the evolution of physical systems over time (by means of the Born-Jordan equation) … wave mechanics could not” (Muller 1997, 38). Maybe Dreben is trying to make an analogous point here.



See Wheeler (1983).



See Quine (1960, 23).



See note 222.



See Davidson (1970).



Concerning a case where we are confronted with two theories in which the theoretical terms “electron” and “molecule” are switched, Quine writes:


… their only difference, the man in the street would say, is terminological; the one theory formulation uses the technical terms ‘molecule’ and ‘electron’ to name what the other formulation calls ‘electron’ and ‘molecule’. The two formulations express, he would say, the same theory. (Quine 1975b, 319) 





Transcript has “interpret”.



In 1937 Quine proposed a set theory called “New Foundations” (NF) as an alternative to the standard axiomatic set theory by Zermelo and Fraenkel (ZF or ZFC, depending on whether the axiom of choice is included). A salient difference between ZF and NF is that the latter allows there to be a universal set, i.e., a set containing all sets. Instead of relying on the idea that sets are built up in stages—the so-called iterative conception of set—NF avoids paradoxes by restricting the comprehension scheme to conditions that are stratified. This syntactic constraint demands that it must be possible to assign natural numbers to the variables in any formula specifying the members of a set such that: for every occurrence of “x = y”, the number assigned to x = the number assigned to y, and for every occurrence of “x ∈ y”, the number assigned to y = the number assigned to x + 1 (Quine 1937).

In his book Mathematical Logic Quine furthermore introduced a set theory that extends NF by adding proper classes, i.e. a type of collection that can contain sets but is not itself a member of any set. The system presented in the first edition of the book from 1940 turned out to be inconsistent (Rosser 1942), and so the label ML refers to the system of the revised version from 1951. Quine gives a brief summary of the whole saga in the preface to the 1981 edition (Quine 1981b iii-vi), and a more detailed discussion in Quine (1969h, 287–309). Ulllian compares the respective advantages and disadvantages of NF and ML in Ullian (1986, 576–82). For more recent discussion see Morris (2018) and Smith (2022, 668 n 16). The (in)translatability of NF and ZF is further discussed in note 313.



Transcript has “mini”.



Metempsychosis is the passing of a soul from one body to another.



This—somewhat contrary to Dreben’s earlier suggestion (note 66)—is how the mature Carnap deals with such cases. In his contribution to the Carnap Schilpp volume, Karl Popper had brought up the following “arch-metaphysical assertion: ‘There exists an omnipotent, omnipresent, and omniscient personal spirit’” (Popper 1963, 207). Carnap comments on this examples as follows:


For the terms occurring in the last statement, he gives definitions in a physicalistic language. Thus, the sentence is clearly empirical … It is true that we have sometimes called similar theological sentences metaphysical and meaningless. But we did this only if the context showed that the author of the statement did not intend to give an empirical interpretation to it. (Carnap 1963, 881)



While he doesn’t say so explicitly, we can safely assume that Carnap took the arch-metaphysical assertion to be meaningful but false—see the indirect report Popper gives in Popper (1963, 209 n 57a).



Following on from the previous note 301, this characterisation fits Carnap’s early critique of metaphysics as seen in Carnap (1928b) and (1931). His mature view, on the other hand, is very much in line with what Quine is describing here, as the following passage from a late interview shows:


Suppose that we encounter the notion of the Absolute and are unsure what to make of it. If we are able to remove from our scientific system the postulates about the Absolute without thereby reducing the the system’s predictive power, then we would say that these postulates are redundant, as is the term “the Absolute” occurring in them. Our damnation [of metaphysics] is thus no longer that such-and-such is meaningless, but rather that such-and-such is redundant within a theory. (Carnap in Hochkeppel 1967, 52) 





Transcript has “they’re”.



Transcript has “imply”.



See note 64.



In quantum mechanics Ψ is used to symbolise the wave function. One of the philosophical challenges posed by it is that while |Ψ|2 can be interpreted as the probability of finding a particle at a given place, or it having a certain momentum, there is no obvious empirical or physical interpretation for the wave function Ψ itself (Lewis 2016, 22–24). Carnap describes his own views on quantum mechanics in chapter 30 of Carnap (1974).



As sketched in notes 301 and 302 it is doubtful whether this diagnosis applies to the later Carnap.



Benacerraf (1965).



It is not clear what the “tremendous problem” is supposed to be specifically, but the following background might help. In his proof that the continuum hypothesis is consistent with ZFC, Gödel introduced the notion of constructible sets (Gödel 1940). In the von Neumann universe of sets V, at stage n + 1 all the subsets of the sets at stage n are taken to exist. In the constructible universe L, at stage n + 1 only those subsets of the sets at stage n that can be defined in the language of set theory are take to exist. The axiom of constructibility V = L says that the universe of sets is exhausted by the constructible sets.

Paul Cohen, who proved that the negation of the continuum hypothesis is also consistent with ZFC (Cohen 1963), was heavily influenced by Gödel’s work on constructibility (see Kanamori 2008). Ronald Jensen investigated the structure of the constructible universe (Jensen 1972). (He incidentally also proved the consistency of NFU, which is Quine’s NF plus urelements, i.e., objects which are not sets, in Jensen 1969.)

Quine discusses the axiom of constructibility in his Set Theory and Its Logic (Quine 1969h, 234–38). In the paper “Truth” from 1987, however, he goes beyond mere exposition and explicitly supports the adoption of V = L because it “inactivates the more gratuitous flights of higher set theory” and “implies the axiom of choice and the continuum hypothesis” (Quine 2008e, 433). This endorsement is then repeated in Quine’s discussions of truth in mathematics throughout the 1990s (Quine 1990a, 94–95; 1991a, 220–21; 1995, 56–57 is less committal). This move has not been very popular. In the Dreben Panel of Fara (1994), George Boolos for instance objects that “by and large set theorists reject [V = ]L and and they regard it now as almost obviously false”. Penelope Maddy argues that naturalists should reject V = L in Maddy (1997, 216–32).

In this context it is natural to wonder about Quine’s mature views on the status of NF and ML in light of the fact that ZFC has come to dominate. For discussion see Donald Martin’s review of Set Theory and Its Logic, in which he objects to Quine’s claims that no axiomatisation of set theory “clearly deserves to be singled out as standard” and that intuition is “bankrupt” (Quine 1969h, x). According to Martin, Quine underplays the extent to which the iterative conception of set enshrined in ZFC corresponds to an intuitive conception of set. NF, on the other hand, is said to be merely the “the result of a purely formal trick intended to block the paradoxes” (Martin 1970, 113). Quine responds in Quine (1970).



Some of the rather surprising features of NF (and ML) are listed in Ullian (1986, 578, 580–81).



In his Logic for Mathematicians from 1953, Rosser further developed Quine’s NF so that it can in principle be used for empirical science. Rosser initially though that one needs to add the axiom of infinity as well as an “axiom of counting” according to which every number contains all numbers smaller than it to NF in order to make it strong enough for mathematical induction (Rosser 1978, 483–89). Specker (1953) later showed that the axiom of infinity is actually provable in NF (see “Appendix A” in the second edition of Rosser 1978, 525–37). In ML the situation is somewhat the reverse. No additional axiom is needed for induction, which is why Quine prefers this system over NF (Quine 1969h, 303). On the other hand, Rosser (Rosser 1952) showed that the axiom of infinity is not provable in ML on pains of inconsistency, so Quine has to add it as an additional postulate (Quine 1981b, iv).



The transcript is undecided between “by” and “without”, but in this context only the latter makes sense.



By a translation of ZF(C) into NF (or ML), Dreben presumably means something like a reduction of ZF to NF analogous to the reduction of PA to ZF achieved by identifying numbers with certain sets. I am not aware of any published proofs of the untranslatability results that are invoked in the discussion. The reverse case—reducing NF to ZF—is especially interesting, since it would amount to a relative consistency proof of NF. Randall Holmes and Murdoch Gabbay have recently given proofs purporting to show that NF is consistent, but so far neither has been widely accepted (see https://arxiv.org/abs/1503.01406, https://arxiv.org/abs/1406.4060). See Forster (2019) for further discussion. It should also be noted that making the notion of reduction precise is far from trivial (Niebergall 2000).



Compare Quine’s notion of theory:


In Word and Object and related writings my use of the term ‘theory’ is not technical. For these purposes a man’s theory on a given subject may be conceived, nearly enough, as the class of all those sentences, within some limited vocabulary appropriate to the desired subject matter, that he believes to be true. (Quine 1969f, 309) 





Maybe “can” should be “can’t”.



Maybe “doesn’t” should be “does”.



See Goodman (1966, 37–46).



See Goodman (1978).



Quine (1981a, 29), see note 62.



This picture is arguably similar to Carnap’s position in “Empiricism, Semantics, and Ontology” (1956a). Herbert Bohnert has emphasised that Carnapian tolerance leads to the need to choose from a wealth of available truths:


… Carnap’s platonism, was in a sense more extreme than Gödel. Abstract entities of every consistently imaginable (or unimaginable) sort existed, and every consistent set of axioms had many interpretations in the realm of abstract entities. The question was not one of truth but of singling out. If one theoriest wants to communicate to another theorist what he means by the words and sentences of his theory he must often say that he means a given term in a way in which it would be true to say so and so, (i.e., lay down a meaning postulate) … Each postulate makes a selection from possible meanings. (Bohnert 1975, 205) 





History of morals or customs.




 Thus the analytical hypotheses, and the grand synthetic one that they add up to, are only in an incomplete sense hypotheses. Contrast the case of translation of the occasion sentence ‘Gavagai’ by similarity of stimulus meaning. This is a genuine hypothesis from sample observations, though possibly wrong. ‘Gavagai’ and ‘There’s a rabbit’ have stimulus meanings for the two speakers, and these are roughly the same or significantly different, whether we guess right or not. On the other hand no such sense is made of the typical analytical hypothesis. The point is not that we cannot be sure whether the analytical hypothesis is right, but that there is not even, as there was in the case of ‘Gavagai’, an objective matter to be right or wrong about. (Quine 1960, 73) 





Fodor and Bever (1965).



It is worth noting that in his early paper “Languages and Language”, David Lewis gives a formal definition of a grammar and uses it to embrace the indeterminacy of reference, along the very same lines Quine suggests here:


Unfortunately, I know of no promising way to make objective sense of the assertion that a grammar Γ is used by a population P whereas another grammar Γ′, which generates the same language as Γ, is not … Quine’s examples of indeterminacy of reference seem to be disagreements in constituent semantics between alternative good grammars for one language. We should regard with suspicion any method that purports to settle objectively whether, in some tribe, “gavagai” is true of temporally continuant rabbits or timeslices thereof. You can give their language a good grammar of either kind—and that’s that. (Lewis 1975, 20) 





Neale (1987).



See Quine (1987, 10).
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4 Fourth Day: Friday, 18 July 1986



[The transcription of this day starts from tape 24, whereas the previous discussion was on tape 22. Tape 23 presumably contained the initial discussion of the fourth day which led to the topic of decision theory. It is unclear why that tape was not transcribed.]



Q: What is Ramsey’s theory, the one that applies here?

Da: Well, the theory is just his usual decision theory which gives a meaning to subjective probability on the basis of just plain yes or no choices between alternatives. To subjective probabilities, yes. The person chooses this over that, but the things that he’s choosing are gambles. And so on the basis of that you can compute both subjective probabilities and utilities that are subjective.1

Q: Oh, yes that is neat. What I was worrying about, is this going to be the wager kind of thing which applies only to those very special issues where you can verify afterwards and get a payoff.

Da: Well, I adapt Richard Jeffrey’s version of Ramsey’s theory which doesn’t actually use gambles at all. The choices are all between what Jeffrey’s calls propositions, and what I call sentences.2

Q: And they’re the same thing.

Da: No, because I imagined that at the beginning I the experimenter, the observer, though I observed that the person prefers one sentence to the other, I don’t know what the sentences mean. And through a course of reasoning given the structure of the theory I figure out three things simultaneously from the same evidence. One, the subjective probabilities that the person has for those sentences, that is, how likely he thinks they are to be true. Secondly, how much he would like them to be true, that is, his desires or utilities. And third, what he means by that. This involves some very Quinean steps toward the end but at the beginning it was through a certain amount of decision theory. So to begin with we don’t know what the guy means, we don’t know what he wants and we don’t know what he believes. We don’t assume that we know any of his propositional attitudes at all. All we can observe is that he chooses one of these sentences over the other.

Q: Sure sounds like getting a “Gavagai” out of a hat.

Da: Well, you know how to get both meaning and belief out of something that is neutralized between them, namely prompted assent. Ramsey knows how to get belief …

Q: Yes, I’m getting both meaning and belief in conjunction. I’m not separating them.

Da: Well you’re separating them nearly enough, that is, each of the acceptable theories that you produce separates them, that is, you say here’s a translation manual that’s acceptable. OK, that assigns meanings and beliefs. Now, of course it’s not unique in the sense that you could have assigned them differently.

Q: But is it assigning meanings and also assigning beliefs? I can say it’s assigning meanings by giving the translations.

Da: Right, and since these are sentences to which the person assents, you also know what he believes.

Q: That’s true. But at the same time there’s this basic problem that you’ve drawn attention to of separating meaning from belief.

Da: Well, each of your theories doesn’t separate them. The point is that equally acceptable theories separate them differently.

Q: Good, we’re getting the meanings by gathering a lot of sentences which in fact he believes. They’ve served the purpose of telling us how to translate these sentences, good. But furthermore, all the ones he’s assented to are ones he believes. So now we’ve got the meanings, then conclude from them just what were the samples that this fellow believes? These are things he believes.

Da: Right, OK. Now, Ramsey’s theory is one that starts in something that’s neutral, as between subjective probability and subjective utility. All he knows is you choose this one over this one. And from that he figures out what your subjective probabilities and your subjective utilities are. So in both cases you start out with a single qualitative thing you can observe. And you end up with something very complex because of the structure of the theory. Now what I do is put these two theories together.

Q: The thing that’s puzzling me at this point is, I guess, just in what sense we’re speaking of choosing. Choosing in the sense of wishing it were true, choosing it in the sense of expecting it is true. The latter of course would give us subjective probability the former would give us preference, but what’s puzzling me is how it can be both.

Da: It isn’t. It’s preferring to, not expecting to.

Q: Well then how does that give us probability?

Da: Well only through calculations. And there you just have to go through the details of the theory. If you use gambles it’s quite easy to see how it’s done. If you don’t use gambles, as Jeffrey does not, then you have to reflect on the fact that to choose a proposition to be true is always a gamble in the sense that you choose that it rain tomorrow. You don’t know what’s going to be true along with that. Take some sentence S. And you choose it to be true. And now take some independent sentence or not even necessarily independent, but different-than sentence T. You don’t know whether you’re going to get S and T or S and not-T. So choosing T to be true is therefore a gamble in this sense. Now, Jeffrey uses that in a systematic way to get degrees of belief and utilities. It’s ingenious but not magic.

Q: Oh yes, so on one hand there’s the preference that just involves wanting that piece of cake, the prospect of enjoying it, and on the other hand the stomach ache. And so both S and T are taken into consideration here, and the choice that the subject makes is a resultant of these two forces. There’s still the problem that they’re separating the two component forces.

Da: Yes, absolutely. In fact, the way I’m doing it there’s a matter of there being three forces, the three things that go into the person preferring one sentence to be true over another: what the sentences mean, how much he wants them to be true, and how likely he thinks they are to be true. And from just these preferences that one sentence be true rather than another, I’ve got a story about how to separate out those three things.

Q: Well this S and T thing as I was getting it, this truth and consequences, that’s not the problem how likely it is for S to be true. It’s how likely it is for T to be true if S is true and T is bad and S is good. Is that the picture?

Da: Well, I think it would be a waste of our time to spell out the details of this. There’s a certain parallelism between Jeffrey’s system and Ramsey’s. But the difference is that Jeffrey’s doesn’t use the notion of a gamble as a primitive. All you need is sentences and their truth functional compounds.

Q: A consequence of this is, I gather, that relative probability, as seems to be needed in your treatment of evidence, can be made responsible sense of.

Da: Oh yes, sure. It’s a behavioristic notion in the broad sense of behavioristic that we were talking about. You don’t assume that you can figure it out. You don’t assume that the person himself can figure it out. You infer it from more basic behavior.

Q: Yes, that’s certainly a further thing to ponder, whether the relation of a theory to observation categoricals has to be infected with probability.

F: I guess it’s at some point it’s only that these probabilities come into the theory, but in other parts of the theory [?] In some points where the probability considerations come in and in other parts where you have a very straightforward theory as you have in theoretical physics and so on, you would have three deductions. Van had something too, but it was along these lines.

Q: It was the same that Burt brought up, namely this point of view that we considered at last yesterday, what form that leaves Stroud’s problem in.

F: And I thought that that would [?] fairly well, that is that if you stick to your view that you have had meaning as connected with stimulus and so on, then you will have to look upon Stroud’s problem as a case where you could have a theory of the brain in the vat which would be completely deceived about the situation.

Dr: Why do you say deceived? You see it’s how the language … What we said was that you have two theories, both of which will be true. But it depends. What story are we coming around that creates it as a different sort of question than empirically indistinguishable theories. If we use the word “deceived”, then we come up with two theories in general that are empirically indistinguishable.

Q: I’m beginning now to wonder about this, namely what the difference is going to be between … We think of the meanings of these words. Of course Don’s way around it has been on that basis as like putting the “means” in these causal terms. But even if we don’t do that, here Stroud’s solipsist is forming all these concepts just the way we’ve formed them on the basis of the stimulation or the activities in a way of receptors, and he’s arriving at these observation sentences, observation terms through analytical hypotheses or the corresponding thing, that’s done subjectively on one’s own language, learning the language. He’s arriving at these various theoretical terms, theoretical sentences. The relationship of those to the firing of the receptors is just the same as ours. In what sense is his solipsistic theory any different from ours? In what sense are his words different? In what sense is he solipsistic and we not?

Da: The difference between my answer to Stroud and the one you’re suggesting now only comes out if you take the notion of stimulus meaning as the basis for translation. If you do then one of us has got to be right and the other wrong.

Q: That’s what I’m just not seeing. That’s my new question.

Da: Let me spell it out once more then. Assume that I’m in contact with the real world and so my word “rabbit” really refers to rabbits. Now his word “rabbit” we translate according to patterns of stimulation. But his word “rabbit” means rabbit all right.

Q: For you? For me?

Da: Well presumably my translation of him is a correct translation given your standards. So according to your standards when he says there’s a rabbit he means the same thing that you do. But he doesn’t see any rabbit because he’s in this machine. So he’s wrong. Now my way of doing it, he isn’t wrong because he isn’t talking about rabbits. He’s talking about the things that’s causing him to say it. That causal chain is playing a role in how I translate but not the same role in how you translate.

Q: Yes, that’s what I understood up until a few minutes ago. And then this new question in my mind is this, that for me it doesn’t seem that the meaning, so to speak, of these sentences is a function. “Function” is too strong a word because it’s not defined across the board, but insofar as it depends on anything it depends on the stimulations and the constructions, on those non-unique constructions of theory so that the subjective orientation on my theory of evidence seems now to me to lead to the same sort of conclusion that the objective sense of evidence does that you apply, namely why doesn’t his word “rabbit” mean just what my word “rabbit” means?

Da: It does.

Q: Oh, it does. And then we’re bringing in the question of truth theory.

Da: It seems to me the source of the difference is so obvious. Your method of translation doesn’t depend at all upon the causal relations between you and rabbits. OK, and mine does.

F: But you know there is a difference between what we suggested now and what we ended up with yesterday afternoon because what I sensed and what was suggested now was really a very radically new way of looking at the whole thing because what you seem to me to suggest was that this brain in the vat means the same thing with “rabbit” as you do and all that is involved in his having his theory of the world is really just a by-product involving our having our theory of the world. We are both right. And as far as all future perceptions and so on go, we both find out that we are right.

Q: But that is only empirically equivalent …

F: But the problem would be whether there might be a way of pursuing that. That would be a very radical way of looking at it.

Q: Yes, I think perhaps this is a wrong mount.

Dr: It seems to me that when I said Stroud’s question came from the Quinean perspective down to the same old question, you have two empirically indistinguishable theories of the world. And what are you going to say about it? What is different?

F: This is really a point that also has to do with the idea of having two different theories of the world. And the problem is that one might perhaps as an alternative, say that there is no difference in what seem to be two worlds from the outside.

Q: I think now I see. The way I’m picturing this Stroud thing isn’t the typical picture I’ve had of two empirically equivalent systems of the world. I ordinarily think of these two empirically equivalent but very different systems of the world, quite different structure and all that, but it just turns out that the implications when you get them down to the observation categoricals coincide.

Dr: You’re seeing an isomorphism all the way up. So not only are you going to talk about empirically indistinguishable, but you’re going to talk about …

Q: … structurally indistinguishable, and then distinguishable in what respect. And my sudden fear was that they’re identical.

Dr: That stem’s almost the way of giving sense to the particle stem. That’s what you were trying to get at.

F: That sounded to me like a very interesting idea you were exploring because it could be a very radical indeed way of looking at it.

Dr: It’s not so radical because it’s a subset of the other question. You see when we talk about empirically equivalent theories you didn’t say anything about the theoretical stuff to those, now you say if they’re empirically indistinguishable and, in some sense yet to be defined, structurally isomorphic. In truth theory we have a lot of notions like that, and so we believe what we like. But then at what point do you have two different theories?

Q: It’s a subset of the sets for which identity has one example of a [dyadic]3 relation.

Dr: It depends how much you mean by how much structural isomorphism.

F: In this Barry Stroud example then you would have two theories that are empirically equivalent [and] have exactly the same structure. And it’s only when you permit yourself to go outside of both theories and describe it from an outsider’s point of view that you’ll bring out that [?] And the problem is whether that is a legitimate thing to do.

Q: Yes, and in fact thinking in terms of this great plane with the various pyramids on it, why are these two pyramids?4 Why are we putting accents on Stroud’s terms? Is it one? Just one?

F: Yes it’s certainly from the speaker’s point of view there is no difference, and now the problem is if there is something outside …

Dr: That really produces something totally foreign if there’s someone outside. There’s no Archimedian point if there’s any sense to Quine’s system. The trou­ble is we’re putting all this stuff in the skeptic position. We have various ways of looking at it.

Q: But is there any choice in that respect? It’s a matter in Stroud’s picture of our having done just what we did. It’s not two different people but mightn’t we be oh getting ourselves so the construction’s the same. And all these theoretical sentences have been constructed in particular from the same observation sentences so that no wonder they imply the same observation conditionals.

Dr: In other words they’re taking nice structuralized forces in the strongest sense possible. We’re saying the brain in the vat is the same analytic hypothesis and makes the same choices. We can reconstruct a point by point ditto.

Q: Which we have to do for Stroud because in this case it’s the same individual.

F: Now we have in a way two ways. One is your way and saying that you have these causal connections …

Dr: Yes but that’s not … his way is a totally different theory of translation. To really make sense of the positivist answer … but when you say in all positivistic reasonableness we used to say it makes no sense. It’s this content in your theory of translation or your theory of language, what does it mean to be positivistically non-sensical?

Q: Yes, in what sense can these theories be different in meaning?

Dr: In any way whatsoever if they’re also [?] all the way up there. They’d have to have some idea of independent meaning of your outside world. That’s the whole point of the syntactic.

F: Yes, that seems to be a very interesting answer.

Da: And what is the answer to this question?

Dr: You can’t make sense of the skeptical question. The skeptical question looks as if he’s giving an alternative, but in fact under the Quinean theory of meaning and translation he comes up with something that is structurally isomorphic all the way up and hence it’s the same group.

Da: We can’t even raise these questions about meaning unless we sit with some­ thing as social. We can’t just talk about the whole thing from the inside. What somebody else determines to be the range of acceptable translation manuals is right, having there assumed that he’s got all the evidence and uses it correctly. Now this guy, who’s in touch with the real world or a different world translates the other guys words and using Quine’s method he finds that he is radically mistaken about the world no matter which of the acceptable translation manuals they take.

Dr: The translator finds the translatee is wrong or what?

Da: A, the translator, is forced to translate B in such a way that B is wrong, by A’s standards radically mistaken, about the nature of the world. And that can’t happen on my view. Just as long as we don’t lose that part.

Dr: I understand. But is that the solipsist’s story though?

Da: It’s a solipsist story in the following sense I think: on Quine’s view there’s no way that A or B can have any competence that he’s got getting things right about the world because the world isn’t playing a crucial role in determining meaning. So you ought to be a skeptic.

Dr: Getting right about the world for Quine [is]5 being analyzed in a different way. There’s no position that you could make sense of in the Quinean point in the way you can just talk about getting right about the world. We’re trying to say what talking about the world can come to.

Da: Good. That is what I thought Quine’s answer had been to Stroud.

Q: The way I see it now schematically, the relationship between Don’s view about skepticism and the one we are just arriving at is that Don is saved from the skepticism by appealing first and last to the real world and the causal situation out there. And I’m being saved from it by not tangling with that at all but thinking first and last of the experiential or stimulatory basis of meaning of the language. But perhaps there is a question here as to whether this latter escape is viable because in what sense are these observation sentences for him when there’s nothing social about it?

Dr: That’s the question I raised yesterday and then you came back to me with that by saying, look we start out with our technical notion of observation sentence and you’ll find by the scientific theory that there’s nobody else in the world but you. That’s what you told me. I was taking my empirically indistinguishable without being clear enough about it with enough isomorphism, and now we’ve stumped it all.6

Da: Whereas I would say this is an unthinkable possibility. If you find there’s nobody else in the world, then you find that after all you don’t mean anything. You don’t think anything. That’s my …

Q: That wouldn’t be the consequence in this case either. It’s more the analogy of learning the term “real” in application to sticks and stones and the like and then going on, developing more and more science and finally arriving at a theory in which all these phenomena fit. I’ve had it there with sticks and stones but are accounted for in terms of a quite different ontology, and what we call a stick isn’t a thing after all. And what we in our old fashioned naive theory had described as nerve endings and stimulations and all that, those are all still accounted for in the perverse new ways, and language can still be used exactly as it was before except that the deeper analysis of it has changed. So that was the escape yesterday that I had in mind.

Dr: It was also connected with the earlier reply to Stroud that you published where you said science will tell us in the end that we better take our own dreams than scientific predication.7 We’re always within the thing we’re building, and we find out more. And it might turn out that the very basis … just as we have learned that we can’t rely on certain things that common sense thought we could rely on. And that’s at least a picture.

F: Yes I think that now it seems to have a kind of interesting answer to the skeptic on both theories of meaning. That idea connecting meaning and evi­dence has always seemed to be rather natural. On the other hand it also has seemed natural to connect meaning with something that has to do with what is commonly or jointly observable.

Q: That’s why I defined observation sentence on a social basis.8

F: That’s right. And then you Don, emphasized this quite a lot, for you it’s the causal tie rather than the evidence. That is, for Davidson it is really the causal tie that plays a very crucial part.

Da: Right, and because I think it just confuses things, I don’t introduce the word “evidence” in that part of the theory. Somebody might, but I just reserve it for the notion of evidential support. It’s a subjective concept.

F: Yes, but the problem now might be just to get you to say more about that. With what right do we emphasize the causal relation so much? One easy answer is that that brings in the public, communal entities, that by causal connections and not the kind of sensory evidence as is the basis for meaning.

Da: Well this doesn’t answer that question, but I thought a couple of days ago Quine was agreeing that our intuitions that any of these theories or speculations are supposed to match up with actually go back to these simple cases of conditioning two external things. So I thought we had agreement on that. Now you’re asking not just me but also Quine to justify that.

F: No, I think [that] it goes up to communal things is right, but why is it the causal connections between those communal things and the subject that are crucial here?

Dr: Are you asking him why he starts where he starts as opposed to from your viewpoint where …?

F: No, I see why you start with those external objects because that’s where I would also like to start.

Dr: He starts different. For Quine that’s at the analytic. But his theory doesn’t start there. But Davidson’s theory starts there.

Da: Well but both of us are depending on the notion of cause. Whenever we talk about conditioning of one thing to another we’re talking about causality. Quine is talking about the conditioning of certain attitudes or tendencies to respond to patterns of stimulation. I’m talking about conditioning of external situations to these same responses. And these two things don’t conflict with each other at all.

Q: I don’t draw a difference on the matter of cause.

Da: We’re both in the same boat. When we spin out the details of a theory then we intercept this causal chain at a different point. So there’s a sense in which I don’t understand why you keep saying, “why say causal?” What would be better for either of us?

F: I guess that part of the problem is, why are we committed to intercept that causal chain, and that’s far out rather than saying getting up that far already involves positing …

Da: That is [?] it’s genuinely common. These patterns of stimulation aren’t common. They’re just similar in some sense or said to be. But what is clearly common in the sense of being identical is the external situation.

F: That’s something that I’m not really quite sure about. Clearly from an outsider’s point of view those objects out there are what we have in common, but now if we each of us construe even those common objects considerably in different ways, then they might not be as common as they seem.

Da: Well I’m just saying we begin with what is actually common, the presence, movement of the object. Believing different things about it and so forth is something that we’ll have to work out later, on the basis of having started that way.

Q: Well here’s one aspect of why I take the other line. There’s that object out there seen from different angles, different shapes, by different observers, the amount of perhaps tested inference that’s gone into recognizing the same object when you go over and take his position, his perspective. There’s a good deal of science of a primitive kind that’s already gone into that, and I want to get back to grass roots.

Dr: This having to do with the public world over the private world. Quine stays with the Russell problem. And Don goes above it. Quine naturalized the Russell position. Davidson starts after that. Now I’m not saying one’s right.9

Da: No, that’s a way I’ve always seen it. Quine has a scientific version of the empirical tradition that starts with Hume and so forth and gets better and better.

F: The problem for me is to what extent these market-size physical objects are really common, that is, there is a good deal of projections from ourselves on exactly how we conceive of those objects. I think a lot of the radical difference between two people’s theories might affect also how they construe those market-sized objects. And that’s where you take it for granted that they are the same.

Da: But they are the same. And you’re right, there’s something very complicated to learn there, and we seem to be built in such a way that we learn it remarkably fast. A kid recognizes his mother each time she turns up, and somebody else notices that it’s the same thing that the child is noticing each time. And you’re right to say how the presentations all got put together in the right way, the kind of thing that Piaget studied endlessly and so forth is right but …10

Dr: But he’s saying for a theory of meaning. If he wants to build a theory of understanding then take that for granted and go from there.

Da: Well take it for granted, I’m willing to say it’s when there’s something to observe of the following sort that communication can get a start. And that is when you get similar responses to the same external objects moving around and so forth. I mean that’s where we get the idea of a common physical thing. That’s where objectivity comes in. My view is that theory of meaning starts at the point where we make sense of objectivity. That means a shared object. And the sharing shows itself at a very early point.

Dr: It’s like Frege taking meaning in common in building. He replaces the common mean. That’s why he took in terms of the indeterminacy of translation and said, “does that reify means?” He replaces Frege by naturalizing Frege. Whereas Quine naturalizes Russell or Carnap. And that’s really the analogy you want to see. And each has it, depending where you want to go. Van said again and again he’s studying the learning of language, the beginnings, to get an insight into how science got going. And that’s why evidence plays such a role. But he is doing his theory of meaning within an ongoing science or at least accepting common sense science. Just like Frege never for a moment challenged science when he was building his theory of meaning. So it was a question of where both are naturalizing.

Q: Yes, and I prefer to take all of science.

Dr: Yes, but he is not building his theory of science pari passu11 with his theory of language learning, and you are. At least that’s been your claim.

Q: I’m wondering now about the advantages, about the arguments. It’s some­ thing to think about because, of course what I’ve been trying to get at is the roots of meaning, analyze meaning right down to the ground and find what could go into it. And of course these middle sized objects, these medii res as you would say, these are already somewhat sophisticated. But maybe not too sophisticated.

Dr: Which is I think Donald’s point. I mean his basic point.

Da: It’s not as though I have any reason at all not to want to know about the thing in a more subtle scientific sense as it goes on. The kind of thing that Piaget discovered, and whatever discovered that the sense organs work and how input is turned into perception and all of these, they’re relevant. But the thing is, I use those things after the theory has gotten started and not as a starting point.

F: I think that one thing that seems clear is that this whole notion of an objective world is one that we [?] and you have to see it comes to. In Quine’s view on meaning you don’t really go so much into what is the notion of an objective word and objects outside of our [?] and that how that conception arises because meaning is tied to just patterns of stimulation. Then there is a step that to be several objects and …

Q: And then I conjectured that reification of objects including ordinary objects is an auxiliary to linking theoretical sentences with observation sentences, sentence being the basic unit and a term and its reference being ancillary.

F: Yes there seems to be a slight difference between how the two of you introduce the notion of an object. An object comes in as a kind of tool for both the commoner. That’s the only function it serves.

Q: Yes, but on the other hand, of course when I’m describing this whole matter of observation sentence and the rest, I’m talking about the real world and things. Light rays hitting sensory receptors and all of those objects are there.

F: That’s of course a result of the way we had theorized about ourself.

Q: Yes, that’s the metalanguage.

F: And you, Don, what was the result of our theorizing?

Da: Well certainly not conscious theorizing, but neither would Van say that.

F: I’m just trying to find some differences there for preferring one to the other.

Da: Oh, I think the reason for preferring one to the other, we touched on all of them. One of the reasons for preferring Quine’s method is it gives a natural explanation right at the beginning of error, whereas that’s something that I have to account for later on by making corrections in, so to speak, the most straightforward guesses. That’s always seemed to me to be one of the major things. It’s funny, error is a big problem for me, whereas it’s no problem at all for Quine. We go to extremes. We get too much error from my point of view.

Dr: Which is why you put the Stroud question as so important a point.

Da: Well that’s why I introduced it at the beginning.

Dr: And it’s natural that you should have the problem of error because you are naturalizing the traditional realist view.
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Dr: Each is subject to that look.

Q: Yes, and I think it is a convenient contrast. Yes, what I’m wondering about now is to what extent am I having an easier time over error. Now when I start out with my informant, of course I’m assuming that he’s telling the truth. So there’s no error for me at the start either, is there? On the [face]12 of it, the stimulus meaning of the sentence “Gavagai” is going to be the totality of stimulations in which there’s a rabbit-like thing there (it could be counterfeit). And it’s only later, when I’m putting a whole system together via analytical hypotheses and making the correlations with my terms, and not only my own English observation sentences, that I make the adjustments and say, well yes, but “Gavagai” is only going to mean real rabbit. I’ve at that point imputed error.

Da: But Van, suppose that your science has advanced to the point where you can actually directly study the stimulations that are reaching the person that you want to translate. Then you don’t need to pay any attention to rabbits. You find that sets of patterns of stimulation which cause him to assent to a certain sentence of his or dissent, is the same as or similar in the right way to the patterns of stimulation that caused you to assent to or dissent to “there’s a rabbit”. Now you found out when he means there’s a rabbit without ever bringing rabbits into the scene at all.

Q: Yes, the errors match up and cancel out.

Da: Yes.

Q: That is easy then isn’t it?

Dr: Wasn’t that why you started as Donald suggested before. I mean you went out of your way to say that you wanted stimulus meanings. And in Word and Object, “Gavagai” you wanted to put those [?]. I’m only reacting because you seemed a bit suprised at what Donald said, and yet this would have seemed to be the reason why you started as you did.

Q: I certainly wanted to start with the subjective input, yes.

F: I have a feeling that you just want to start in order to avoid the problems of counterfeits but also because you felt that even in the level of market-sized objects our theories and so on play a role for how we structure …

Q: Yes, I think perhaps a major motive was wanting to handle market-sized objects in the same way as highly theoretical objects.

Dr: Because he couldn’t distinguish between them.

Da: I also sense an epistemological motive coming out in many many phrases of the sort, “How do we fill up the picture of the world we have, given all we have to go on?”

Q: Right.

Da: Now, it’s that notion of what one has to go on which I’m saying I don’t really understand. The idea of having stimulation as something to go on … I see that without those stimulations you wouldn’t have anything to go on. But that the stimulations are what we have to go on is what I don’t understand.

Q: My point is that the information that reaches us by what’s going on outside reaches us by forces triggering our nerve endings.

Da: I’m suspicious of the whole floor of information reaching us. I see this as a source of trouble for the empirical tradition going way way back. The idea of little messengers coming in from the outside world and telling us something, and then the skeptic says, “yes but how do you know they aren’t lying?”

Q: Yes, we have to think of information not in the sense of messengers. We have to think of it in a [?] sense. If we think of it in a [?]13 sense which always involves a matrix, a mesh, a checklist, it always has to be relative to that. And my matrix, my checklist is the totality of nerve endings, and this one’s triggered, this one isn’t, and that’s what goes in, and then all our largely innate apparatus groups these things along lines not of receptual but perceptual similarity and the subjective similarity standards in other words. But if those inputs are cut off, if you paralyze a certain subset of these nerve endings or go into some kind of insulation, you’re not finding out about the world anymore. Surely that’s just straight ordinary natural science.

Da: It is and it isn’t. It’s straight natural science if you put all those remarks on a par with remarks about how light is propagated from objects out there. If you’re just going to ask scientific questions about how the causal effect, how the things out there cause the attitudes and dispositions we have, that’s just science. But to pick some point in all of that and endow that with … Call that evidence rather than call it evidence when it’s a foot out, two feet out, or whatnot, that’s the part that’s the epistemological …

Q: Do I call it evidence? I’d just as soon not. I called it information.

Da: You often do call it evidence also.

Q: Yes, evidence is a subject that I’m interested in studying, but I don’t set any store by that.

Dr: Evidence is the pre-analytic term that’s being now analyzed.

Q: My reason for taking the nerve endings is proximity. Of course there are lots of causes out there, and the farther out you go the more complicated it gets. I would just as soon take things in the thalamus or God knows where. If I knew just what cells mattered for triggering these things that would be better still. But there are two reasons not to. One is not knowing those things and other people not knowing them either. And the other is the matter again of possible irrelevant difference between people, irrelevant because the impacts on the sensory surfaces are in a rough and ready way verifiable, controllable by one’s neighbor. And it’s from one’s neighbor that one gets the language. And one’s neighbor doesn’t blame you for not assenting to an observation query for instance because you’re facing the wrong way. He sees that the relevant sensory endings aren’t being hit. That amateur physical psychology is at work constantly and teaching language. But, on the other hand, the more removed from immediacy of the surfaces the causes are, the more chance there is of the slip between cup and lip.

Da: Right. That’s where I said the [?] would play. However, I want to keep repeating that I obviously don’t disagree about the interest of the scientific account of all of that. What I object to is assigning an epistemological significance to someone or part of it, and that’s the part that more or less corresponds to the empiricist tradition.

Dr: And what does “epistemological” mean here?

Da: Taking the neutral thing which is unorganized and which we all have to work on as sensations, something like that. This informal notion of evidence located more or less at the skin, calling that what we have to go on where it seems that it could be equally well said that we have to go on what’s out there or what’s happening in our brain. If that just is a scientific term about the causal chain, that’s not giving it any epistemological significance. You haven’t made it play any special role in translating other people or therefore in explaining what they mean. I think the clearest way to put this is to say you’ll give it some part of this causal chain, and epistemological significance is to fasten on that part of the chain as the place where we look to check up on or explain translation, meaning, understanding if that’s also the point at which we explain knowledge. As Quine has said again and again, theory of knowledge and theory of meaning have the same starting point. Now as far as I can see, it is as we’ve been saying, just the difference between something like phenomenalism or something like Russell’s empiricism or even Hume’s for that matter. There is this subjective stopping point. And what Quine shows us is it can be subjective without being mentalistic. It’s physicalistic, and it’s just a matter of where you take it. I think that’s always the sharpest way to put the difference. To give it an epistemological significance just means that’s the point you’ve hit upon as the thing to pay attention to in translation given your amount of knowledge.

Q: A rabbit being there isn’t enough. You’ve got to be facing it. There must be nothing but transference in between. It’s those conditions that I’m summing up or eliminating by getting closer to the surface.

Da: The trouble is you have to introduce the possibility that there’s no rabbit at all, ever. That’s what bothers me.

Q: But that’s all right because I’m working the reification in later as part of the concept building on the part of the individual.

Dr: You have to get error in here [?]

Da: Yes, but in the extreme case you don’t have to forget any of the real objects at all.

Q: Yes, I haven’t regarded that as a loss on my part, namely having to construct or account for our reification of the world and the things in it. On the contrary, I think of that as something one wants to do in epistemology and philosophy.

Da: What it seems to me you can’t get is a satisfactory answer in the case where, by your standards, I’m right about the way the world is and translating you according to the correct method I find that you reified the wrong things. The things you refied simply don’t exist.

Q: That seems to put you back with Stroud doesn’t it?

Da: No, I’m saying it raises the Stroud problem for you. 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 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. And we can still make sense of this, and he makes sense of it also in his devious way, through his accounting for our talk in such a vein as being a manner of speaking, paraphrasableness and so. And that’s the way we can have these two as we were looking at them and as Burt suggested yesterday, these two systems of the world which are empirically equivalent but one of them is solipsistic, although our latest insight this morning seems to be that we don’t really have two after all, that they’re the same thing.

F: That’s at least a very interesting possibility to look into. It seems so radical in a way that one might need to get more truth.

Q: I think so.

Da: We keep going in a circle because this simply doesn’t answer my point. I don’t even see how it’s relevant. It’s like saying it doesn’t make any difference whether you translate somebody on the basis of the external objects or on the basis of similarities in patterns of stimulation, and it clearly does make a difference. We get a different translation manual.

Q: Yes. And one of the differences is that your answer to the Stroud question is a different one from mine, different from the one that Burt and I ended up with yesterday and different from the one that I suggested this morning, that there is a difference.

Da: I guess I don’t get the one that you ended up with this morning.

Q: That all the terms in this solipsist’s construction of the world, theory of the world …

Da: I’m sorry, but let’s just take what I consider to be the primary Stroud situation. There’s A, and there’s B. A is in contact with the real world and B isn’t. B is not in contact with the world that A is in the causal sense. It just has no causal relationship for the same …

Q: I think I have a quicker answer to that one. If we’re considering the science fiction situation where you have these two characters A and B and B is learning the language without being in contact with the world, I think I’m prepared to say yes it would be. It’s tough to know what to say there, but that can’t happen so I’m not worried.

Da: Oh, but it can happen in small ways very definitely. Certainly we can arrange that someone has continuous patterns of stimulation of sorts that I would have under different circumstances in ones than the ones under which you do have done. That’s not science fiction. There’s nothing physically ridiculous about imagining that. The point that I keep coming back to is, on your method of translation a person can be talking about all sorts of things with which he has never had any contact whatsoever. Here he’s responding verbally to situations that never contain rabbits, but according to your method of translation he is nevertheless saying there is a rabbit. That’s what seems to me to go counter not only to common sense, but even to what any good translator would do. If he uses, is caused to use, some word, just when rabbits are there, it seems to me you’re going to say, there’s something he said but translating him as talking about rabbits. But you’re not going to say that.

Q: No, I think what would happen in this case is that I would certainly translate him as saying, “There’s a rabbit there”. And then by the time I had worked out the whole theory of the world in terms of this foreign language, I would come to the conclusion that this fellow had been wrong. If I were taking my social definition of observation sentence layered strictly, literally without exception and this fellow qualified as a member of the community under study and he made what turns out to be this consistent mistake all the time, that would show that “Gavagai” was not an observation sentence. Actually of course my criteria tend to be, on the whole, ordinarily any member of the community would do thus and so, because I had in mind not to let the notion of observation sentence be sensitive to the rare case of someone whose senses are impaired. And also I point out that observationality really is a matter of degree. It’s simpler to keep schematically and forget about those refinements.

Da: I should think this would be a perfect case of an observation sentence. Whenever there’s a rabbit there, he responds in this way.

Q: Oh, I see. Well, but then what’s wrong? How is he ever there?

Da: But wait a minute, the patterns of stimulations though isn’t the rabbit pattern.

Q: Oh, it’s the other way around. So, the rabbit is there, but he’s getting a different kind of stimulation from it.

Da: Well, that can be the case. It doesn’t actually matter.

Q: What is the situation?

Da: Well I think the easiest situation in order to make the problem clear is to suppose that two things get switched. Whenever there’s a rabbit there he had a certain response, whenever there’s a book there he has a certain response. But the patterns of stimulation are such that the patterns of stimulation of books for him is the same as the patterns or stimulations of rabbits for me.

Q: Oh, that’d be all right for me.

Da: They’re perfectly good observation sentences but your method of translation gets them backwards.

Q: Well, no because I can’t see his pattern of stimulation. No these things are only known by their results.

Da: Oh, no but wait Van. If they’re only known by … then the patterns of stimulation aren’t playing any role in the translation.

Q: This gets down to this problem of homology. That’s the whole thing, isn’t it? And that I do recognize the problem.

Dr: This is the shift now between your giving an analysis of the analytic criterion. It’s just that there’s no problem of translation … You don’t need stimulation; it’s by the results. You say you know you’re going to have to take into account that there’s verbal behavior right? But that’s shifting from what we were talking about before. Repeat the case that you see as the problem again.

Da: Well I see lots of problems. I’ve tried different ways to make the salience of the things clear. We’ve got two different bases for translation. Well either we do or we don’t. If the results are the test, then we’re together. Results means responses to actual rabbits and books. That’s what I’m starting with too.

Dr: The results of the test are whether you’re doing successful translation but we’re talking about an analysis of what goes on in translation. And we’re trying to build a theory of translation.

Q: If you put it in terms of Dagfinn’s photographic plate, which is 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, but then we can imagine this being even more drastic, but the photographic plate then, and these are all going to be people with normal eyesight which we can test in familiar ways, then the stimulations in that sense are similar, however funny this fellow may be inside if I understand your example.

Da: Well, if we insist to stipulate that what we’re going to call the patterns of stimulation are going to be the same for normal people when the same situation is out, then there isn’t going to be …

Q: That’s what the photographic plate’s for.

Da: Well, I don’t agree with that. But if we do assume all that, then our two methods are going to turn out to be the same. If we’re going to define relevant similarities of patterns of stimulation in terms of the external causes, then there’s no difference.

Q: There’s a difference in arm’s length at least, because these photographic plates are going to be right there. These are just a way of getting an information-theoretically meaningful sense to sameness of visual field independent of more internal idiosyncrasies if such there be. And it still allows for what strangeness may be going on between cup and lip. This is still just lip.

Da: Well, you rule out by some kind of fiat which seems to me inappropriate at the level of study that we’re going into that what’s on the photographic plate isn’t hooked up in some systematic way. After all we can arrange that the wrong thing appears on a photographic plate even systematically. In fact, what’s on the photographic plate depends on the camera and also all sorts of things between the object and the photographic plate.

Q: So does one’s vision.

Da: Right, and in fact we can fix it so that whenever there’s a book there what appeared on the photographic plate is a picture of a rabbit from our other point of view. Now we still say, well given homology and a whole lot of other stuff, what looks like a picture of a rabbit on one photographic plate and a picture of a book on the other photographic plate aren’t really homologous in the required sense. Then we’re back to my position because what made them homologous was the fact that in one case there’s a book here and in the other case there’s a rabbit.

Q: No, I think we’re still different by about three meters, namely the distance from the eye to the book. And that’s not a whole lot of difference, and I’m thankful for that because pre-analytically I do want to get to the same sort of thing. But at the same time I’ve recognized for many years now the unsatisfactory state of this problem of homology, 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. In some of my later writings I’ve certainly postponed that problem in various contexts by defining observation sentence for the individual rather than for the group.14 I think recently a difficulty turned up though in doing that, maybe in conversation with you, Burt.15 Certainly more thought’s got to go into that. I still am far from persuaded that that’s a difficulty that ought to drive me away from sensory surfaces and this quasi-epistemological orientation.

F: I have one remark here. I think that it will make a big difference whether we look at the possibility of complete deception like the brain in the vat or that we look at cases where we are always systematically deceived on a particular point because as Van said, if there’s a brain in a vat that’s too much science fiction. There we might have complete isomorphism and everything, and it would be very hard to say really what is the difference between the brain in the vat and the person who’s not in a vat. It’s only from the outside that we could tell. But if you take something that’s not so science fiction but what we work at, namely a case where we are just systematically doing something, for example two particular things about books and rabbits. There I think that we would end up with different positions, and I’m not so sure that your position is the best to end up with there Donald because you’re sure to say that you had a person and you taught them language in the normal way, he was part of our community. But you arranged it so that he never really saw rabbits. But he saw all kinds of animals jumping. But sometimes he had arranged with his retina, photographic plate, whatever to register just the same kind of stimuli as others would have were a rabbit there. And then he would gradually come to pick up the word “rabbit” when presented with those stimuli. That’s how we go on teaching that word. And he would then say that there’s a rabbit there. And you as an outsider would say, he’s wrong, there is no rabbit there, but he just has those stimuli. And in view of Davidson’s theory, you would actually be talking in that particular word about that which gave him those stimuli. So we have this strange terminology where he talks about dogs and cats and other animals, but just in the case of the word “rabbit” would he be talking about something in a contrary theory. And I would tend to say, completely wrong, he’s not really talking about that.

Da: Yes, whereas I would say if the sight of a real rabbit has never caused him to give this response, then I shouldn’t translate his word as meaning rabbit.

F: That follows from your view. In a way I’m happy about that.

Da: Well I think a lot does depend on the details when we try to do these funny things, but I think I’ve got all kinds of reasons just in ordinary situations without any science fiction whatsoever to think that other people are saying, “there’s a rabbit” and so forth on the basis of quite different patterns of stimulation than the ones that cause me to … I can give endless reasons for saying that. In some cases just things I happen to know about their sense organs and so forth. And this doesn’t hinder communication at all because most of the time when the rabbit’s in good sight, or it’s obvious to both of us whether it’s in sight or not, we both are part of this same … Well there’s some word, the others, when I say “there’s a rabbit” … and that seems to me to be the thing that counts and not the patterns of stimulation.

Q: Well I’m impressed with that. I certainly am, yet I don’t want to go off to the middle ground for the origin. But it does seem clear that what we really want here is in the way of correlation of stimulations between people, is the dispositional kind of thing. That is to say, we want it to be known by its fruits. It’s like the trimmed bushes again.16

Da: Exactly. I’m extending to the patterns of stimulation what you say about the friend who pushes with respect to learning and so forth. I don’t even see the bushes having the same shape. The point is that the end product match.

Q: Yes, and I would like to find a solution to this matter of interpersonal correlation of stimulations that would yield that advantage rather than giving up these. 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. 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. 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.

F: It seems to me that what you just said now was not a defense of the causal. We’re always talking about some cause or other. It was more a criticism of Quine. That is, when I know about this thing about this person who was manipulated so as always to say “rabbit” at some stimulations, we responded then that the sensory stimulations could be quite different although it’s the same object out there. And that’s an objection to Quine, but there still must be other points of view because I find it a little off to say that in this case this person is learning language in a quite normal way except the one word “rabbit”. That word this person learns by having a [?] give a hint of various kinds of stimulus patterns so that he comes to use that word whenever he has that pattern and his theory of the world will preserve that he groups rabbits together with various other animals. And all these natural groupings of things will be just the way they are for other people. But still we will say that he actually talks about this in the computer, and he uses the word “rabbit”.

Da: Whether that’s the right thing to say I think depends on a whole lot of details. But the negatives I am willing to assist on. And that is, he can’t talk about rabbits if he has never had any causal contact whatsoever with rabbits. That becomes very complicated because of the fact that these simulations were caused by somebody who had seen rabbits, and so there is an indirect causal chain. So that makes it much harder to give a clear answer. And I’m not sure what in common sense we would say.

F: Well that would presumably happen in Stroud’s example too in that those people …

Da: Well I mentioned that in some detail. Right, if the scientists are observing the outside world and feed into the computer what’s going on in the outside world, then he’s in causal contact with the outside world. He’s just got a certain more complicated perceptual apparatus than the rest of us. And then he’s talking about the outside world.

Q: Oh yes, so he’s not using these words in different senses.

Da: No, because the causal connections are there. And systematically so.

Q: Isn’t that the brain in the vat.

Da: That’s why I say you’ve got to be clear about the story. If the story is just that there’s a complicated connection, but it’s a systematic one, then I’m going to say he’s talking about the things that his talk is systematically connected with. And that will be those things in the outside world. As just as if one of us lost his eyesight but was hitched to a television machine that printed the stuff out on his chest.

Dr: Which before the turn of the century some blind people will have. The brain in the vat story has to be done in such a way. It gets hotter and hotter, flush it out.

Da: But notice that this guy that’s got the television machine, we’ve got such things now. They’re simpler than that. A little radar running into a cane, it prints out stuff on your chest or on your back. I forget which. Patterns of stimulation are completely different, but I certainly say that I can talk to that blind guy about the same thing because we’re both responding to the same thing.

Dr: But now Dagfinn, what does that mean?

F: Well it shows then that this causal story, that is, identification of the object that we talk about, is not so simple now.

Da: No, of course it’s not simple. But as Van keeps saying it’s the end products that count. Whatever goes on in between, as long as you get correlations between the responses and situations in the world, the things that have to be shared are the end products. What goes on in the world on the one hand and patterns of response on the other hand, those are the things that everybody catches onto and make communication possible.

Q: The burning problem to come to terms with is intersubjectivity of stimulations, so to speak, perceptual similarity, because the perceptual similarity again is still for the individual.

Da: Maybe I could ask a question about something that’s come up a few times where I haven’t been clear. Both Burt and Van have repeatedly used the word “physical” in a sense which hasn’t been clear to me. Not that I sense any disagreement. The lack of clarity on my part is as to how they’re using the word when they say “well that’s all physical.” Let me give an example of where this interests me.


 [Here the tape was changed.]



Da: There are places in Van’s writings where he says, that being the case it must be that we can give a wholly physical account of these things which we now give an oddly mentalistic account. And there’s various talk about how our present mental vocabulary isn’t very good, but there’s no reason that we shouldn’t supplant it with something that’s better, clean it up so to speak.17 What I’m uncertain about is whether the fact that all of these events and states and objects are physical, whether that in itself is supposed to show that mentalistic talk can be cleaned up or there’s some further and different kinds of reasons for thinking so.

Q: No, I don’t think it can completely. And in fact I go along with you on the anomalous monism. But in earlier writings I was somewhat more hopeful.18 Early and late I would be hopeful in this sense, that I would like to see some non-mental, physical in that sense, conceptual apparatus terminology that would go much farther in the direction of what is now accomplished by propositional attitude idioms than we can with them now. But I certainly don’t have any direct notions of how to do it. It’s clear, of course that it’s not a question early or late of getting everything down to terms of theoretical physics. I’m prepared to say that’s impossible even in principle. The way I see the relation for that matter between physics and well I might have said biology before molecular biology came in and I would certainly say still with relation to behavioral psychology, economics and the rest that there’s emergence in this sense, the description of those phenomena even in principle, truths in a physical vocabulary, could not be done in polynomial time, as the computer people say. Polynomial time is perhaps the modern way of making sense of the old idea of emergence. But still, in spite of the impossibility of those reductions, there’s some sense in which all of economics and behavioral psychology and the rest are physical, a sense in which we all agree on I guess, in which the mentalistic stuff isn’t.

Da: Yes, I gave a little talk at your seventy-fifth birthday, and B. F. Skinner was there. I was reading some of these older passages which seemed to go for the argument, since it’s all physical objects, it must in principle all be reducible to physics. And I think he still thinks so.19

Q: Yes, well I certainly wouldn’t want to say that it’s reducible to physics. The role of theoretical physics in all this is that it goes after the microphysically minimal essentials of everything in the sense that whenever anything happens in the world, that consists in a redistribution of these microphysical traits, microphysical forces, properties whatever, in space-time, but not that there’s translatability.

Da: That’s certainly my view. What’s good about physics is that if it were perfected, it’s a uniform vocabulary for describing everything that happens. And it’s such that you can construct laws that will describe everything else that happens in that vocabulary. It’s a closed system in that sense. Whereas psychology and so forth are never going to give you such a closed system.

Q: Yes. And yet of course the notion is that all that is a matter of the behavior of the physical. And we somehow in principle reduce to those in the way that telepathy, as far as we can see, does. And then if we really had some incontrovertible evidence of telepathic phenomena the physicist wouldn’t say, “OK then physics doesn’t cover the ground. There’s a job for somebody else”. No, they’d go back to the drawing board.

Da: Yes, of course. That’s the difference between physics and the other sciences. If you don’t get closure of the kind I was describing, then you go back to the drawing board. So you know that physics in principle has this property I’m describing because they’re going to say it’s wrong if it doesn’t have this property.

F: That’s maybe because the other scientists have always pushed certain phenomena out and say they are not really ours.

Q: Harry Truman’s desk. The buck stops there.

Da: Well, they have to be satisfied at some way of saying, “other things being equal”, without spelling out what it is that’s equal.

F: If you took one of these other sciences, for example psychology, and then combine it with physics you have one more comprehensive theory. Then in a certain way that more comprehensive theory would be closed too.

Da: No, I don’t think so because then there are going to be events described in mentalistic terms which can’t be, in the full sense I was describing, predicted or explained on the basis of all the rest.

F: Psychology as you conceive of it would not be able to explain it.

Da: No, psychology can’t explain it because mental states don’t fully explain other mental states because of the fact that between the intention and the act the guy may get shot in the head. And psychology isn’t going to tell you anything about that. That’s why you can’t get a full explanation of the psychological.

F: But wouldn’t the psychologist then say, well there’s something here I can’t explain but then I have to push it over to you, the physicist. That’s where the buck stops?

Da: Well, I just come back to this: there won’t be a comprehensive set of laws even combining these two things such that you will get the kind of prediction of events described in mentalistic terms that you can get in physics alone.

F: But being shot in the head is a physical event.

Da: Oh, yes it’s a physical event, but what’s the law? The law says the guy, given the desires and beliefs he has, will do so and so if he’s not shot in the head. And what? And he doesn’t die of a stroke? Are you going to be able to spell out? That’s what I think you can’t do. You can’t say what all those conditions are in physics. You say if nothing interferes …

F: Whichever condition you mention, that condition would then, as long as it’s not in psychology, be in physics.

Da: It’s not that you don’t mix the two up, you always do. It’s just that after mixing them up you’re not going to get a set of comprehensive laws that will explain or predict events described partly in the mental vocabulary on the basis of all the rest.

F: Yes, I agree with it just with psychology by itself, but it seems when you combine the two and have all the physics to push things into …

Da: It’ll only do you some good if you’ve got some absolutely specific way of translating the mentalistic talk into the physicalist. And that’s what I [?]

Q: What do you think about such a project? What hope could there be of making more inroads into the work that’s now done purely by propositional attitude idioms?

Da: Such inroads have been made in a small way, substitutes for the propo­sitional attitudes, that’s one thing, more and more knowledge of the relations between the physical and the mental, that’s certain, the effects of drugs. The way in which some kinds of memory depend upon the nature of the neural network and all sorts of stuff.

Q: Well the crucial thing is this. The propositional attitude idioms are tied up with translation, meaning, and this we recognize as an obstacle. But then there’s the question of how much of the service that’s done in those terms can be done without being dependent at all on subordinate sentences in that semantical sort of way. The intention to do something, wishing, imagine something. It’s hard to imagine the first step really.

Da: I think of the things you’ve done, the things I’ve tried to do as being a kind of step. But it’s more quasi-reduction than it is finding a substitute terminology. Your attempt to get all that’s useful about meaning and therefore belief out of something that isn’t anywhere near as murky because it depends on something that’s open on the one hand and also can be stated in extensional terms, namely prompted assent to a sentence, that’s a step.

Q: Moving to sentences, that’s something, talking about the sentences and semantic assent.

Da: Yes. I see that as very important because it means that what you put in doesn’t require data, so to speak, don’t contain any intensional sentences in that there’s a mentalistic concept there. There’s no intensional sense. And you’re not individuating or spotting a person’s propositional attitudes at the beginning. Now you impose a complicated structure like a theory of measurement on these things which you specify in an extensional way. And out of it comes all that’s useful about propositional attitudes. Now that to me is a huge piece of progress.

Dr: Some progress.

Da: I think it’s a huge piece of progress given the history of the subject. Furthermore you can say what the progress is. Here it is: you start out not being able to assign a content in any sense at all to any of the various propositional attitudes. All you know is he’s responding in a certain irritable way to the sentences. Out of that you actually get a theory of content in the sense that you’ve assigned beliefs and the translations. Of course it turns out that one theory’s a good one, and a lot of others are just as good. But that’s all that you actually realized was ever there to be got.

Q: I don’t see. What are we getting out in the case of belief they say is extensional? The object of belief becomes the sentence, yes, that’s one thing.

Da: No, no. Out of it we get so to speak propositional attitudes, and therefore this is a reduction of propositional attitudes to something simpler.

Q: Namely some relations up until now not further reduced, some relations of people to sentences.

Da: We observe our relations to sentences. What we get out of it is actual assignments of propositional attitudes. So we’ve made some sense out of the propositional …

Q: Oh, yes we’re seeing people assenting to these sentences on hearing them …

Da: … and we’ve got a translation for them so we can say they believe so and so.

Q: Well, we understand the sentence. That’s going to be different for every sentence.

Da: Making this theory better and better seems to me the way in which what progress can be is to be made. Not by going into physiology.

Q: True.








See Ramsey (1931).



See Jeffrey (1965).



Transcript has “dietic”.



This reference is quite mysterious, maybe the image used here was brought up earlier in the discussion from the lost tape 23.



Transcript has “as”.



See the discussion starting on page 257.



See note 246.



See note 282.



Quine’s project can be seen as a distant relative of Russell’s external world program, in which the external physical objects are supposed to be constructed out of sense data. A coin, for example, turns out to be a set of sense data that correspond to what we would pre-theoretically describe as the coin being seen from various distances and directions (Russell 1914, 1918). Carnap’s Aufbau was directly influenced by Russell’s approach, see note 204. Dreben discusses the relevance of Russell’s later works (Russell 1921, 1927, 1940) for Quine’s philosophy in Dreben (1996).



See for example Piaget (1954).



“On equal footing” or “’hand-in-hand”.



Transcript has “space”.



Transcript has “Blochanan” and “Plochanan”, but it is not clear what this could refer to. Quine talks about the relativity of information in Philosophy of Logic:


The notion of information is indeed clear enough, nowadays, when properly relativized. It is central to the theory of communication. It makes sense relative to one or another preassigned matrix of alternatives—one or another checklist. You have to say in advance what features are going to count. (Quine 1986b, 3–4)



He proceeds to illustrate this point with examples, but does not cite any literature on information theory.



For instance:


If querying the sentence elicits assent from the given speaker on one occasion, it will elicit assent likewise on any other occasion when the same total set of receptors is triggered; and similarly for dissent. This and this only is what qualifies sentences as observation sentences for the speaker in question, and this is the sense in which they are the sentences most directly associated with sensory stimulation. (Quine 1981a, 25) 





At the 1988 Perspectives on Quine conference held at Washington University in St. Louis, Lars Bergström identified the following problem:


… a sentence may be observational for every speaker in a community, even though the speakers disagree about its truth value on many occasions. For example, some people may assent to ‘It’s cold’ and ‘That’s a rabbit’ on occasions when others dissent from these sentences. (People are not equally sensitive to cold, and many of us might easily mistake a hare for a rabbit.) (Bergström 1990, 39)



Quine reacts to this as follows:


As for the lacuna that Bergström noted in my definition of observation sentence my new line would be to retain my 1981 definition of observation sentence for the single speaker, and then account a sentence observational for a group if it is observational for each member and if each would agree in assenting to it, or dissenting, on witnessing the pertinent occasion. What counts as witnessing the occasion will be judged, as in the translation case, by projecting oneself into the witness’s position. (Quine 1990b, 4)



See also Quine (1975c, 72) for another example of a sentence that is observational for individuals but not a group (“I just felt a nibble”), and Quine (1992, 40–42) for a summary.



See note 211.



The ending of “On Mental Events” fits this description to some extent:


The issue is … whether, in an ideal last accounting of everything or a present practical accounting of everything we can, it is efficacious so to frame our conceptual scheme as to mark out a range of entities or units of a so-called mental kind in addition to the physical ones. My hypothesis, put forward in the spirit of a hypothesis of natural science, is that it is not efficacious. (Quine 1953b, 214)



When discussing the idea that “explication is elimination”, in Word and Object, Quine furthermore gives the following “defense of physicalism”:


… if a certain organization of theory is achieved by thus positing distinctive mental states and events behind physical behavior, surely as much organization could be achieved by positing merely certain correlative physiological states and events instead … The bodily states exist anyway; why add the others? Thus introspection may be seen as a witnessing to one’s own bodily condition, as in introspecting an acid stomach, even though the introspector be vague on the medical details. Granted, my words ‘vague’ and ‘witnessing’ here are mentalistic. But then my argument is directed to mentalists; physicalists do not need it. (Quine 1960, 264–65) 





The defence of physicalism from note 343 continues as follows:


Not to discriminate between elimination and explication, there remains an important sense in which the physicalism contemplated above may be said to be less clearly reductive than Frege’s version of number … Thus the ‘Jones is in’ of ‘Jones is in pain’, the ‘Jones is’ of ‘Jones is angry’, remain unchanged, but merely come to be thought of as taking physicalistic rather than mentalistic complements. The radical reduction that would resolve the mental states into the independently recognized elements of physiological theory is a separate and far more ambitious program. (Quine 1960, 265–66)



Quine doesn’t write whether he considers this “far more ambitious program” to be possible or desirable, but maybe he did at the time. He also notes his indebtedness to Davidson in a footnote attached to this paragraph.



In About Behaviorism, Skinner describes the aims of his “radical behaviourism” as follows:


Our increasing knowledge of the control exerted by the environment makes it possible to examine the effect of the world within the skin and the nature of self-knowledge. It also makes it possible to interpret a wide range of mentalistic expressions. For example, we can look at those features of behavior which have led people to speak of an act of will, of a sense of purpose, of experience as distinct from reality, of innate or acquired ideas, of memories, meanings, and the personal knowledge of the scientist, and of hundreds of other mentalistic things or events. Some can be “translated into behavior,” others discarded as unnecessary or meaningless. (Skinner 1974, 17)
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