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CHAPTER 1

I NTRODUCTION

PROBLEM

This book is about WV Quine's claim of an asymmetry between
underdetermination of theory and indeterminacy of translation. As
an introduction to the analysis of this claim, let me try to explain
how Quine has been led to discuss both underdetermination of
theory and indeterminacy of translation.

In Epistemology Naturalised, Quine tells us about the theoretical
context of his interest in indeterminacy of translation. He recalls that
"[e]pistemology is concerned with the foundations of science"1 and
that it is divided into two kinds of study: the conceptual kind, which
treats of meaning, definitions, and clarification of concepts; and the
doctrinal kind, which treats of justification of our knowledge of
nature. Quine goes on to recall the empiricists' dream of reducing all
natural knowledge to sense experience. On the conceptual side of the
bifurcation, this project of reduction meant an explanation of the
notion of body in sensory terms. On the doctrinal side, it meant a
justification of knowledge in sensory terms. As we shall see, it is in
connection with the conceptual side of epistemology that Quine's
interest in indeterminacy of translation is to be understood, while his
interest in undertermination of theory must be discussed in connec-
tion with the doctrinal side of epistemology. Before describing these
theses and their connections with the two sorts of tasks for episte-
mology, let's follow Quine in some of his historical considerations in
Epistemology Naturalised.
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Quine recalls the development of an idea that has had an impor-
tant effect on the development of the conceptual side of epistemol-
ogy. The idea is contextual definition, or paraphrasis; a crucial step
forward proposed by Jeremy Bentham. Contextual definition is a
means of explaining a term without identifying an object to which
the term refers and without identifying a synonymous word. The
explanation of a term is rather achieved by showing how to translate
sentences in which the term appears. This acknowledgment of the
sentence as the primary vehicle of meaning is advantageous, for
empiricists can continue to say that sense impressions are the only
reality without having counter-intuitively to equate bodies with sense
impressions themselves, as Hume did. Empiricists can continue to
talk of bodies in terms of impressions, but without contradicting
common sense by claiming that bodies are sense impressions; it now
suffices to translate sentences about bodies into sentences about sense
impressions. In Our Knowledge of the External World Russell used this
idea of contextual definition, coupled with the resources of set the-
ory, to propose "an account of the external world as a logical con-
struct of sense data."2 Carnap in Der logische Aufbau der Welt also tried
to achieve this reduction, or translation, of sentences about the world
into terms of sense data (observation), logic, and set theory.

On the doctrinal side of epistemology this project of reduction
could not undo the acknowledgment, already made at the time, of
the impossibility of'justifying natural science by immediate experience.
As Quine points out, "the mere fact that a sentence is couched in terms
of observation, logic, and set theory does not mean that it can be
proved from observation sentences by logic and set theory."3 However,
despite the fact that the Cartesian appetite for certainty was already
deemed impossible to satisfy on the doctrinal side, Carnap continued
to work on the reduction project on the conceptual side. The links
between evidence and theory would not be certain, but, by being
reduced to observation terms and logico-mathematical auxiliaries, at
least theories and their evidence would become as clear as those
observation terms and logico-mathematical auxiliaries. A question
arises, however. Why insist on the project of such a rational recon-
struction, a creation, of scientific discourse in terms of sense experi-
ence and logico-mathematical auxiliaries, if it is acknowledged that
the only evidence we have for science is the stimulation of sensory
receptors? Why not ask psychology simply to describe how scientific
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discourse is built upon the stimulation of sensory receptors? The
answer is that rational reconstruction enjoys an important advantage
over psychology. For the translation of scientific language in terms of
sense experience and logico-mathematical auxiliaries is not some-
thing that we naturally learn to do, so psychology cannot describe how
it happens. Thus psychology cannot provide the translational reduc-
tion that Carnap was looking for.

So Carnap had a reason to persist in the project of a rational
reconstruction and to refuse to settle for psychology: he was looking
for a translational reduction. The problem was that his rational
reconstruction did not provide the requisite translational reduction
either. Thus Carnap had to renounce the project of definition, of
elimination, of translational reduction, and thereby renounce the
single advantage that rational reconstruction was supposed to have
had over psychology.

Now, it is in regard to these results of Carnap's efforts that Quine's
thesis of indeterminacy of translation becomes interesting. It is
because of indeterminacy of translation that Carnap's project was
aborted. Indeterminacy of translation states that we do not have an
identity criterion for the majority of our utterances. For the majority
of our utterances there is "no fund of experiential implications it can
call its own." As Quine describes it in "Epistemology Naturalized",
indeterminacy of translation arises from the combination of the
thesis that the meaning of a sentence is what counts as evidence for
its truth with the view that theoretical sentences have their evidence
only as large sets of holistically interrelated sentences, not individu-
ally.4 This combination leads to the abandonment of the project of
reducing every sentence to a sentence in observational and logico-
mathematical terms, for any translation of a sentence into another
will be as correct as any other if the empirical implications of the
holistically related set of sentences to which that sentence belongs
remain the same. In other words, given a theory or set of holistically
related sentences, there is no way to tell which translation of an
individual sentence is "the right one". All that matters is that the
empirical implications of the whole set of holistically related sen-
tences remain the same. For instance, "[t]here will be no justification
for pairing off the component English sentences with component
Arunta sentences, except as these correlations make the translation of
the theory as a whole come out right."5 This means that we cannot
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identify synonymy relationships between theoretical sentences taken
individually, that is to say, we do not have an identity criterion for
sentential meanings.

The despair of translating all our knowledge into the language of
observation and logico-mathematical auxiliaries has been interpreted
among philosophers as the end of traditional epistemology and the
beginning of a naturalized epistemology, that is, epistemology as a
chapter of empirical science. The dream of a reduction of knowledge
to the language of observation and logico-mathematical auxiliaries
was the last supposed advantage of rational reconstruction that
allowed philosophers to bypass empirical psychology, and now this
dream has died.

Thus, we see, Quine's indeterminacy thesis is crucial in the justi-
fication of the abandonment of traditional epistemology in favor of a
naturalized epistemology, an epistemology conceived as a chapter of
empirical psychology.

Quine's indeterminacy of translation thesis has itself been the tar-
get of many criticisms. Critics and commentators have wondered
about the exact content of the thesis, about the arguments Quine
offers to defend it, and about which of the many formulations found
in Quine's texts we should take most seriously. Although these
questions will be raised and tentatively answered in the present book,
the main focus will be on the relation that Quine sees between
indeterminacy of translation and underdetermination of theory. More
precisely, the central question that will occupy us is this: what are
Quine's arguments for the claim of an asymmetry between physics
and translation, or, why does Quine say that there is a fact of the
matter to physics but none to translation?

Now, what about underdetermination of theory? It is to be situated
within the doctrinal side of epistemology for it concerns evidence.
The content of the thesis has varied throughout Quine's writings, but
we can adopt as definitive this elegant version proposed by Gibson:

The doctrine of underdetermination of theory claims that theories
about the world transcend all possible observations of the world,
and, further, that different competing theories can be developed on
the same observational basis. In a word, theories can be logically
incompatible with one another, yet empirically equivalent.6
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Thus, many theories can be built on the same observational basis, for
there is a slack between theoretical talk and observational talk. As
Quine says, "the observational criteria of theoretical terms are com-
monly . . . flexible and fragmentary"7 Quine expects wide agreement
on this doctrine,8 and he is right. Underdetermination of theory is
almost universally admitted, for, even intuitively, it is easy to
acknowledge that there is creation on our part in the building of
theories. That is to say, our theories are not mere mirrors of the
world. We build them, and we are active through the building process,
whence the possibility of creating different theories on the same
observational basis.

Critics and commentators have reacted more strongly to Quine's
description of the difference between indeterminacy of translation
and underdetermination of theory. Quine claims that, in addition to
underdetermination of theory, translation is subject to indeterminacy
of translation. The claim of indeterminacy of translation is that the
choice between two behaviorally equivalent translation manuals is
immaterial; it is a pseudo-choice: there is no reality of sentential
meaning, there are no sentential meanings as entities, about which
the translations could be right or wrong. As long as the whole sets of
holistically related sentences conform to the data, the pairing off of
individual theoretical sentences can vary. In other words, insofar as
the empirical implications of the whole set of holistically related
sentences are preserved, there is no sense to the question which
pairing off of individual sentences is uniquely the right one. On the
other hand, the choice between empirically equivalent physical the-
ories is real, material. For a realist like Quine, there is a world, a
reality, to which the theories conform. Thus, the difference that
Quine sees between indeterminacy of translation and under-
determination of theory is this: whereas there is no fact of the matter
(reality) to the choice between empirically (behaviorally) equivalent
translation manuals, there is a fact of the matter (reality) to the choice
between empirically equivalent physical theories.

OUTLINE

In Chapters 2 through 6, I propose my interpretation of Quine's
position on the issue of the asymmetry. I begin in Chapters 2 and 3
with an analysis of Quine's notion of fact of the matter. I explain
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Quine's claim that fact of the matter is a question of ontology, a
question of what there is, a question of extralinguistic reality. I also
attempt to describe the relation that Quine sees between facts of the
matter and truth: facts of the matter determine what is true.

In Chapters 4 through 6,1 propose an analysis of indeterminacy of
translation and of its difference from underdetermination of theory.
Relying on the analysis of the notion of fact of the matter proposed
in the first chapters, I attempt to explain why, for Quine, indetermi-
nacy of translation, or the absence of facts of the matter to transla-
tion, amounts to an ontological lack: there are no meanings as
entities because there is no individuation criterion for meanings.
Since facts of the matter determine what is true, when there is no fact
of the matter there is no question of what is true. This happens when
we face two behaviorally equivalent translation manuals: there is no
reality, there are no meanings as entities, enabling us to favor one
manual over the other, and thus there is no question of which is the
right or the true one. After a close look at Quine's ontological take on
his indeterminacy of translation thesis, it becomes easy to see its
difference from his underdetermination of theory thesis: the latter is
an epistemological claim about the relation between observation and
theory, whereas the former is an ontological claim about what there
is.

In light of the proposed interpretation of Quine's notion of fact of
the matter and of his indeterminacy of translation and under-
determination of theory theses, I undertake a review of the main
critics of the claim of an asymmetry between physics and translation.
I begin with those who are, I think, further away from Quine's
position, and continue with those who I take to be closer to his
position. I finish with a discussion of the denial of Quine's asym-
metry based on the promises of cognitive science. This denial needs
attention, given the confidence placed in cognitive science nowadays.

Chapters 7 and 8 discuss Chomsky's and Rorty's takes on the issue.
Both of them make the most naive of the mistakes analyzed in this
book, insofar as they simply fail to situate the debate in the right
discipline. Both of them think that Quine's indeterminacy of trans-
lation thesis amounts to an epistemological claim that is no different
to underdetermination of theory. At first sight, Chomsky's position
appears very different from Rorty's since, whereas Rorty thinks there
is a fact of the matter to both physics and translation, Chomsky
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thinks there is no fact of the matter in either case. However, despite
this divergence of opinion, Rorty and Chomsky take a very similar
line on the issue. They both agree on its nature•, which they take to be
epistemological.

In Chapter 9, Michael Friedman's position is analyzed. Friedman
rightly sees the issue before him to be ontological, but he wrongly
thinks that indeterminacy of translation is the claim of an irreduci-
bility of linguistic facts to physical facts or an inexplicability of lin-
guistic facts by physical facts. With indeterminacy of translation
Quine addresses neither determinism, nor reductionism, nor expla-
nation. Friedman reads "indeterminacy" as indicating a lack of cause
or a lack of causal explanation. However, Quine's use of "indetermi-
nacy" indicates a lack of identity (of individuation) of meanings, not a
lack of cause or a lack of causal explanation.

In Chapter 10, Gibson's and Follesdal's views of the debate are
discussed. Gibson has pointed out that Follesdal, in his article
"Indeterminacy of Translation and Under-determination of the The-
ory of Nature" (1973), was, like Chomsky and Rorty, tempted by an
epistemological reading of the issue. I argue that if Follesdal hesitated
in his reading of the issue and mixed up the content of, and the
arguments for, indeterminacy of translation in his 1973 article, he later
makes a very important contribution to the debate in "Indeterminacy
and Mental States" (1990) by showing what really pertains to the
issue. There he agrees with Gibson that the issue is ontological.
Moreover, he shows that while the content of the indeterminacy of
translation thesis is ontological the arguments for it are epistemological.
He also shows that physicalism is not needed in the argumentation
for indeterminacy of translation. This is an important step in the
discussion that neither Gibson nor Quine had made before. Thus, I
conclude, Follesdal has given the clearest and most tenable account of
what the asymmetry between physics and translation amounts to.

In Chapter 11, I discuss and evaluate what I take to be the major
contemporary criticism of the asymmestry claim: the denial of it
based on the promises of the cognitive science. Leading advocates of
this denial claim that since cognitive science is a successful science
and since it posits mental states, there seems to be no more reason to
refuse to accept those mental entities than to eschew any other the-
oretical entities, such as numbers or magnetic fields. After presenting
this position, I discuss two reasons to be skeptical towards it.

7
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NOTES

1. Quine, W.Y., Ontological Relativity and Other Essays. New "fork: Columbia
University Press, 1969, p. 69.

2. Ibid., p. 74.
3. Ibid.
4. Ibid., pp. 80-1.
5. Ibid., p. 80.
6. Ibid., pp. 11-12.
7. Quine, W.Y, "On the Reasons for the Indeterminacy of Translation,"

Journal of Philosophy, 67,1970, p. 179.
8. "This is a point on which I expect wide agreement, if only because the

observational criteria of theoretical terms are commonly so flexible and
fragmentary" (ibid.).
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CHAPTER 2

FACTUALITY AND
PHYSICALISM

Among philosophers there is little agreement on whether Quine's
underdetermination of theory thesis and his indeterminacy of trans-
lation thesis are on an ontological par. Some believe that the only
difference between the two is that one is concerned with physical
theories whereas the other is concerned with manuals of translation.
Other philosophers, including Quine himself, believe that the two
theses are not on an ontological par. This suggests that there is a fact
of the matter to physics but not so to translation. Before we can fully
understand this claim, we need to clarify what Quine means by "fact
of the matter," and in particular what relationship Quine sees between
"fact of the matter" and physicalism; but let me begin with some
preliminary remarks on "fact of the matter."

First, I want to point out that Quine identifies fact of the matter
with factuality:

Barry startles me by asking how I individuate facts of the matter.
Ever since my 1940 review of Russell, or earlier, I have lashed out
against reification of facts. In my recent writings I should perhaps
have forgone the breezy vernacular of "fact of the matter" and writ-
ten of factuality.1

In order to be maximally charitable, I will take this comment into
account throughout my analysis, and will read and use "factuality" and
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"fact of the matter" indifferently. The same charity will be applied also
to Quine's uses of "facts": where Quine uses facts, I will read "fac-
tually" or "fact of the matter." The point here is that Quine's recogni-
tion of an extralinguistic determinant of truth and falsity (i.e. factuality)
does not commit him to an ontology of facts. Quine can admit fac-
tuality without reifying facts, just as we can admit, for instance, that we
can talk on someone's behalf without believing in or committing
ourselves to "behalfs." Quine believes in a factual basis without pre-
tending to be able to individuate facts. Objects, on the other hand, can
be individuated and, contrary to facts, they are necessary for an
account of the world:

A neater plan is to posit facts, as correspondents of true sentences as
wholes; but this still is a put-up job. Objects in abundance, concrete
and abstract, are indeed needed for an account of the world; but facts
contribute nothing beyond their specious support of a correspon-
dence theory.2

Thus, Quine appeals to factuality or to objects (ontology) to talk
about extralinguistic reality. As we will see in Chapter 3, how factual a
language is covaries with how ontologically explicit this language is;3

indeed, we will see that the factuality of a language increases with its
regimentation into an ontologically explicit idiom, i.e., into an
object-oriented idiom. Moreover, we will see in the present chapter
that, for Quine, the ontology of the overall conceptual scheme is physi-
cal—primacy of microphysical states—which means that the fac-
tuality of a regimented idiom also increases as the idiom comes closer
to the idiom of physics. Chemistry, for instance, being closer to
physics than is biology, is thus the more factual of the two.

There are three differing contexts in which Quine applies the
notion of fact of the matter. He applies it in his discussion of inde-
terminacy of translation,4 in his discussion of inscrutability of refer-
ence,5 and in relation to competing theories.6 More generally, we can
say that when Quine says there is no fact of the matter, it is in the
context of a comparison between rival options:

Harman's methodological reflections prompt me to explain what I
mean when I say regarding some pair of alternatives that there is no
fact of the matter. . . . I am simply saying, as a physicalist, that no
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distribution of physical states over space-time would make one of
the alternatives true and the other false.7

[W]hat excuse could there be for supposing that the one manual
conformed to any distribution of elementary physical states better
than the other manual? What excuse, in short, for supposing there to
be a fact of the matter?8

Thus, we must say that there is no fact of the matter in regard to
some pair of alternatives when there is no reason to suppose that one
of the alternatives conforms better than the other to any distribution
of microphysical states, or when there is no reason to suppose that
any distribution of physical states renders one of the alternatives true
and the other false. If there is no difference between two sets of
behaviors, for instance, there is no reason to suppose that the two sets
are not physically equivalent; there is no reason to suppose that there
is a difference in facts of the matter between the two. In other words,
if there is no difference between two sets of behaviors, there is no
basis for supposing that the arrangement of microphysical states
discriminates between the two.

Now, let's turn to the main question of this chapter: what is the
relation Quine sees between "fact of the matter" and physicalism?
Quine connects all facts of the matter with distributions of micro-
physical states. This is what he calls his physicalism. "What now is the
claim of physicalism? Simply that there is no difference in matters of
fact without a difference in the fulfillment of the physical-state pre-
dicates by space-time regions."9 Thus, "the proper construal of 'fact of
the matter' is neither methodological (i.e., epistemological) nor trans-
cendental; it is naturalistic and physicalistic."10 First, let me insist on the
claim that the notion is physicalistic. This means that Quine's notion of
fact of the matter is to be understood in relation to his physicalism.

Quine's physicalism is an ontological position. This means that it is
a position on what there is, on what extralinguistic reality is. More
precisely, physicalism is materialism: "Physicalism . . . is materialism,
bluntly monistic except for the abstract objects of mathematics."11

Usually, Quine appeals to physicalism against mind/body dualism,
and against mentalistic semantics: "Usually I have cited it [physical-
ism] just by way of dissociating myself from dualism and mentalistic
semantics."12 The following passage is a good example:

1 1
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It is at this point that we must perhaps acquiesce in the psychophysical
dualism of predicates, though clinging to our effortless monism of
substance. It is what Davidson has called anomalous monism. Each
occurrence of a mental state is still, we insist, an occurrence of a
physical state of a body, but the groupings of these occurrences
under mentalistic predicates are largely untranslatable into physio-
logical terms. There is token identity, to give it the jargon, but type
diversity. . . . The point of anomalous monism is just that our men-
talistic predicate imposes on bodily states and events a grouping that
cannot be defined in the special vocabulary of physiology. Each of
those individual states and events is physiologically describable, we
presume, given all pertinent information.13 (First emphasis added)

These remarks on the contexts in which Quine appeals to physical-
ism, to his physicalistic notion of fact of the matter, will be of great
importance in Chapters 4 through 6 on indeterminacy of translation.
For now, I want to stay at the most general level to characterize the
notion of fact of the matter, the applications of which will concern
me later. Here I want to stress the following idea: for Quine to say
that the notion of fact of the matter is physicalistic means that the
notion refers to the substance ("monism of substance"), or to the
extralinguistic physical reality, and not to the predicates used to talk
about it. It concerns the material tokens, not the types. Thus, because
of the monism of substance, each time we identify a difference, it
means there has been a difference in the arrangement of the micro-
physical states, even if this difference is not identified in terms of
those microphysical states. For instance, even if I say that raising my
arm is a behavioral change, I can rest assured that this change
depends on a change in microphysical states. The fact that there is or
not a fact of the matter regarding some pair of alternatives is not
related to the way we identify factual distinctions. It is determined by
what there is, by the physical reality. Thus, the irreducibility of non-
physical predicates to physical predicates does not affect the existence
or inexistence of facts of the matter.

Let me now dwell on the fact that Quine also says that the notion
of fact of the matter is ontological:

I have argued that two conflicting manuals of translation can both
do justice to all dispositions to behavior, and that, in such a case,

12



F A C T U A L I T Y A N D P H Y S I C A L I S M

there is no fact of the matter of which manual is right. The intended
notion of matter of fact is not transcendental or yet epistemological,
not even a question of evidence; it is onto logical, a question of reality,
and to be taken naturalistically within our scientific theory of the
world.14 (Emphasis added)

What does it mean to say that the notion of fact of the matter is
ontological? Does it commit us to a particular ontology? No. The
ontology can change:

I advanced an explicit standard whereby to decide what the ontolo-
gical commitments of a theory are. But the question what ontology
actually to adopt still stands open, and the obvious counsel is tol-
erance and an experimental spirit.15

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 and electric
charge, is internal to our theory of nature.16

The ontology can change, and acknowledging this does not involve
an abandonment of physicalism, for it remains that facts of the matter
always depend on the microphysical states, whatever they are, identi-
fied by the physics of the moment.17 Physics could change its ontology
radically while remaining the same enterprise of trying to say "what
minimum catalogue of states would be sufficient to justify us in saying
that there is no change without a change in positions or states."18

If conclusive evidence of telepathy or even clairvoyance were
forthcoming, I envision a scurry to the cyclotron, computers, and
drawing boards to invent a new and more adequate theory, which
would still be called physics. Even today the elementary particles are
particles at all only thanks to a succession of ever more strained
analogies. Physics can even be pursued as field theory, free of bodies,
and no complaints. The name "physics" would survive the clairvoy-
ance revolution too. Continuity of the enterprise is what matters.19

Physicalism is not the commitment to a certain kind of object, to a

1 3
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given ontology, but rather the commitment to the variable ontology of
a certain enterprise: that of trying "to find a minimum catalogue of
states—elementary states, let us call them—such that there is no
change without a change in respect to them."20 To make that clear,
Quine offers a reformulation of his physicalism. Instead of for-
mulating it by reference to physical objects, he formulates it by
reference to the physical vocabulary:

Perhaps then our primary concern belongs with the truth of sen-
tences and with their truth conditions, rather than with the reference
of terms. If we adopt this attitude, questions of reference and
ontology become incidental. Ontological stipulations can play a role
in the truth conditions of theoretical sentences, but a role that could
be played as well by any number of alternative ontological stipula-
tions. The indecisiveness of ordinary language toward questions of
reference is the more readily excused.

What now of physicalism? To profess materialism, after all this,
would seem grotesquely inappropriate; but physicalism, reasonably
reformulated, retains its vigor and validity. Our last previous for-
mulation came to this: there is no difference in the world without a
difference in the number or arrangement or trajectories of atoms.
But if we make the drastic ontological move last contemplated, all
physical objects go by the board—atoms, particles, all—leaving only
pure sets. The principle of physicalism must thereupon be for-
mulated by reference not to physical objects but to physical voca-
bulary.21 (Emphasis added)

This reformulation of physicalism in terms of vocabulary is not a
change of position. It does not mean that now one has to use the
physical vocabulary in order to be able to identify a difference in facts
of the matter. It is just a way for Quine to say that the ontology of
physics can change, but that, still, it is always the ontology of physics,
the microphysical states identified by the physics of the moment, that
will constitute the ultimate locus of facts of the matter.

So it is not the choice of a particular ontology that is determinant
for facts of the matter, but the fact that the ontology of reference is
that of the physics of the moment. That is to say, that the notion of
fact of the matter is "taken naturalistically within our scientific theory
of the world," which is physics.22

14



FACTUALITY AND PHYSICALISM

Why such a preference for the ontologies of physics? Why does
physics have this special status? Ontologies of physics have this status
because they are the ontologies of the over-all conceptual scheme that
best accommodates science in the broadest sense.23 A physicalistic
worldview is the best choice of over-all conceptual scheme in regard
to scientific standards like simplicity, generality, precision, explana-
tory power, etc., which also guide local choices of theories. Thus the
reasons for Quine's preference for the (changing) ontology of physics
are not different in kind from the reasons that lead any scientist to
adopt a particular scientific theory (ontology). In other words, Qui-
ne's commitment to physicalism, or anomalous monism, or monism
of substance, is not a metaphysical commitment. Quine bases his
commitment to physicalism on the observation of what is working
for the practice of science.

Our tentative ontology for science, our tentative range of values for
the variables of quantification, comes therefore to this: physical
objects, classes of them, classes in turn of the elements of this
combined domain, and so on up.

We have reached the present stage in our characterization of the
scientific framework not by reasoning a priori from the nature of
science qua science, but rather by seizing upon traits of the science
of our day. Special traits thus exploited include the notion of phy-
sical object, the four-dimensional concept of space-time, the clas-
sical mold of modern classical mathematics, the true-false
orientation of standard logic, and indeed extensionality itself. One
or another of these traits might well change as science advances.
Already the notion of a physical object, as an intrinsically deter-
minate portion of the space-time continuum, squares dubiously
with modern developments in quantum mechanics. Savants there
are who even suggest that the findings of quantum mechanics
might best be accommodated by a revision of the true-false
dichotomy itself.24

Thus physicalism is fallible, but it is unlikely that we would be led to
abandon it. Quine says: "I see nothing sacrosanct about naturalism or
physicalism; both are fallible, unless saved by vague edges."25And he
allows for those vague edges:
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In general I tend to be impatient with the quest for precision in the
names for disciplines and schools of thought: in asking what really
counts as naturalism, epistemology, physics. Like our everyday
terms, these are at best helpful makeshifts, vague around the edges,
and no matter.26

The fact that Quine's ontological commitments are made imma-
nently, and not transcendently, means that when Quine talks about
what there is, he in fact talks about what we now say there is, about
the ontological commitments of our theories of the moment. Fac-
tuality is extralinguistic, but, still, it is something that we posit
within our theory of the moment. If Quine attributes a basic onto-
logical role to microphysical states, if he commits himself to the
microphysical states of the physics of the moment, it is because he
already accepts, as his worldview, the theory of physics that posits the
existence of those microphysical states.

Thus, to repeat, the (changing) ontology of physics is adopted as
basic because physics as an over-all conceptual scheme best accom-
modates science in the broad sense and because it lives up to the
standards of science. But there seems to be another reason for
adopting a physicalistic worldview. It is the fact that physics is the last
tribunal of causal explanation:

The terms that play a leading role in a good conceptual apparatus are
terms that promise to play a leading role in causal explanation; and
causal explanation is polarized. Causal explanations of psychology
are to be sought in physiology, of physiology in biology, of biology
in chemistry, and of chemistry in physics—in the elementary phy-
sical states.27

If we were then to ask for the causal explanation of a phenomenon
described by physics, there is nowhere else to look. Where should we
look? Quine does not want to fall into metaphysics in order to
answer that question, so he stops the causal explanation chain there,
and concludes that physics is ultimately factual: "Physics is factual in
my view simply for want of a higher tribunal. As Gibson urges, nat-
uralism is the key."28 Thus, physics is not a scientific enterprise like
any other: as the last tribunal, it provides the most general explana-
tion of the world. It provides descriptions of change in terms of that
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"minimum catalogue of states—elementary states, let us call them—
such that there is no change without a change in respect to them."29

Instead of looking for explanations outside those of the last scientific
tribunal and thus falling into a first philosophy, Quine adopts physics
as the widest frame of reference of causal explanation available to us:
"There is no legitimate first philosophy, higher and firmer than
physics, to which to appeal over physicists' heads."30

Besides the fact that the science of our day indicates physicalism
as the most accommodating option for a scientific worldview, and
besides the fact that physics is the last resort in the quest for causes,
there is another good reason that justifies Quine's choice of phy-
sicalism as a worldview, that is, his choice of seeing the ontology of
physics as basic, namely, the extensionality of physics.31 The fact that
physics is extensional means that it can be regimented into the
canonical notation, into the language of truth-functional con-
nectives and quantification,32 a language in which the use of the
existential quantifier is the most explicit. This is an advantage for a
scientific worldview that is to replace a first philosophy because it
provides physics with a better answer than other scientific dis-
ciplines to the question "what exists?" Extensionality is an advan-
tage, indeed, since the logic of the existential quantifier is, for
Quine, the logic of existence. The logic of the existential quantifier
is the notation that makes our ontological commitments explicit. It
is through the use of this notation that we make clear what we think
there is. Thus, physics is a good choice of scientific frame of refer-
ence in replacement of a first philosophy. It is a good choice of
overall scientific conceptual scheme because it is the scientific the-
ory that is the clearest and the most explicit about what there is.
Moreover, as we have seen, physics is not only the clearest and the
most explicit but also the most general scientific position on what
there is: it provides the minimal catalogue of states involved in all
changes.33

I want to insist on the fact that, even if Quine sometimes argues
for physicalism by appealing to the fact that causal explanation is
polarized in physics, physicalism itself is not a position on what
constitutes a good or the best causal explanation. Physicalism is a
position on what there is.34 Although we can have epistemological
reasons to adopt physicalism, physicalism itself is not an epistemo-
logical view. It is not a view on explanation.
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To further pursue the case against an epistemological reading of
physicalism, let me mention that some people see a reductionism in
Quine's physicalism.35 Quine repeatedly says that he does not defend a
reductionism:

Harman's methodological reflections prompt me to explain what I
mean when I say regarding some pair of alternatives that there is no
fact of the matter. I am not protesting, as a positivist might, that the
choice would not be reflected in future experience. Nor am I pro-
testing, as some intemperate sort of physical reductionist might, that
the alternatives have not been stated in the vocabulary of physics. I
am simply saying, as a physicalist, that no distribution of physical
states over space-time would make one of the alternatives true and
the other false. I can have reason to believe, with regard to some
matter, that there is in this sense no fact of it, without dreaming of
anyone's paraphrasing the matter into terms of microphysical states.36

There is, then, no reductionism involved in Quine's physicalism.
Physicalism does not say that we have to identify a difference in phy-
sical microstates in order to identify a difference in matters of fact. It
says that there has to be a difference in microphysical states if there is
to be a difference in matters of fact. Thus, physicalism tells us that, if
we identify a difference in matters of fact, it is because there has been
a difference in microphysical states, even though we cannot say what
difference. Physicalism tells us that when there is a difference in facts
of the matter, when something happens, it means that some change
in the arrangement of microphysical states has occurred. Physicalism
does not require that we be able to identify the change of micro -
physical states in question. Once again, physicalism is not an episte-
mological position but a position on what there is, or, more precisely,
on which discipline tells us what there is.

Another way to put this is to say that Quine's formulation of
physicalism is acknowledged as incomplete, but that this is not a
problem.

This formulation, "fulfillment of physical-state predicates by space-
time regions," is decidedly unfinished. . . . The physical-state pre-
dicates are the predicates of some specific lexicon, which I have only
begun to imagine, and which physicists themselves are not ready to
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enumerate with conviction. Thus I have no choice but to leave my
formulation of physicalism incomplete.37

In other words, one cannot say that the physical lexicon is necessary
for making factual distinctions. How is this conceivable, given that
"there is no difference in matters of fact without a difference in the
fulfillment of the physical-state predicates by space-time regions"?
The answer is that while it is true that we cannot identify directly the
factual distinctions without using the physical lexicon, we can,
however, talk in a way that is directed to factual distinctions without
recourse to that lexicon:

Now factuality is similar [similar to questions of reference]. Ordin-
ary language is only loosely factual,38 and needs to be variously
regimented when our purpose is scientific understanding. The
regimentation is again not a matter of eliciting a latent content. It
again is a free creation. We withdraw to a language which, though
not limited to the assigning of elementary physical states to
regions, is visibly directed to factual distinctions—distinctions that
are unquestionably underlain by differences, however inscrutable, in
elementary physical states. This demand is apt to be met by stres-
sing the behavioral and the physiological.

Within these limits there is still much scope, of course, for better
and worse?9 (Emphasis added)

What does it mean to say that we withdraw to a language that is only
directed to factual distinctions, a language that is only indirectly fac-
tual? Perhaps it means that in such a language, factuality is not
identified in the terms of physics. Physics allows direct distinctions or
identification of factuality because the terms used to identify differ-
ences are the terms which specify what there is, that is, physical terms.
As soon as we depart from the vocabulary of physics, we can only
talk indirectly of factuality or in a way that is only "directed to factual
distinctions" because we do not talk in terms of what there is,
because we do not talk in terms of microphysical states. There is a
place for better and worse in how directly the identification of fac-
tuality is made, says Quine. Factuality can be more or less directly
identified in a language, according to how promising for causal
explanation the terms of that language are. The more the terms of a
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language promise to play a leading role in causal explanation, the
more this language is factual, or the more directly factuality is iden-
tified, for, Quine says, causal explanation is polarized in physics. In
other words, factuality is a matter of degree.40 The closer a language
is to physical explanation (as chemistry is closer to physics than is
biology), the more directly factuality is identified in that language,
i.e., the more factual that language is.

Thus, even if we cannot reduce our talk of mental states or of
behaviors, for instance, to the terms of neurology, or, ultimately, to
the language of physics, we have to believe that there is a physical
difference underlying the differences in the mental or in the beha-
vioral: "When we talk of mental states or events subject to behavioral
criteria, we can rest assured that we are not just bandying words;
there is a physical fact of the matter, a fact ultimately of elementary
physical states."41 A.ny fact of the matter is fixed one way or another by
the arrangement of microphysical states. The behavioral identifies
objectively, though indirectly, the existence of facts of the matter,
even if the reduction of behavioral talk to physical talk is not
achieved.

Let me point out here something that will prove to be of great
importance in the chapters on indeterminacy of translation: for
Quine, the possibility of identifying factuality objectively in terms
other than the physical is crucial for semantics since semantics is
stuck at the behavioral level. In other words, meaning is public.
Semantics, beyond the identification of factuality in terms of beha-
vior, is not factual. Progress in neurology would not benefit seman-
tics. Thus, even though "the terms that play a leading role in a good
conceptual apparatus are terms that promise to play a leading role in
causal explanation," and even though "[c]ausal explanations of psy-
chology are to be sought in physiology, of physiology in biology, of
biology in chemistry, and of chemistry in physics—in the elementary
physical states,"42 it remains the case that Quine does not want to
defend a causal approach to meaning:

He [Nozick] ponders a causal approach to meaning. The suggestion
seems to be that the meaning of a term is the thing or mechanism
that causes the stimulatory data that lead us to apply the term. I have
three problems here: how much causal background should we
include? how does the suggestion work for terms for whose appli-
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cation there are no separable data? and when there are such separable
data, why not just take them as the meaning instead of the causes?
Evidently I have not grasped the idea. . . .

[E]ven a full understanding of neurology would in no way resolve
the indeterminacy of translation.43

Thus, even if differences in verbal behavior are directed to, or
underlain by, differences in microphysical states, even if differences in
verbal behavior objectively represent differences in microphysical
states, semantics has to do only with the behavioral.

Up to now we have seen that fact of the matter (or factuality) is for
Quine a question of what there is, a question of ontology, which
means that, when Quine talks of factuality or facts of the matter, he
talks about extralinguistic reality. Since ontology is determined
immanently to our current operative theory of the world, factuality is
also determined immanently to that theory. Since factuality is deter-
mined immanently to our current operative theory of the world,
factuality is ultimately physicalistic, for the current operative theory
of the world, or overall conceptual scheme, is physics. Physics is the
last tribunal. We have seen that Quine has several reasons to say that
the current operative theory of the world is physics. We have also seen
that, although we cannot reduce all our idioms to the idiom of phy-
sics, all changes in factuality depend on changes in microphysical
states, and we can identify factuality objectively, though indirectly, in
non-physical terms.
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vocabulary fixed somehow, the metaphysical payoff of physicalism for
Quine is largely to be found in its bearing on the nature of the mental.
If the world is through and through physical, then there is no dis-
tinctively mental realm. It was easy enough to see how this would go
when it was a question of objects, of ontology: there are only physical
objects in the world, and no minds or mental objects. But now even
physical objects are out of the way, and the thesis must be formulated
in terms of predicates or lexicon alone. It can scarcely be the thesis that

the physical predicates are the only predicates we have. It is rather the
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idea that the physical lexicon is 'fundamental' in some way, or more
'fundamental' than others. The physical sentences must somehow be
the only sentences that are determinately true, or the only ones that are
'fundamentally' true, so that strictly speaking there are only physical
facts. The physical lexicon must somehow be sufficient to express

everything that is the case" (Barrett and Gibson, Perspectives on Quine,
p. 327).
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come back in the next chapter to the idea that ordinary language is only
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39. Ibid., pp. 168-9.
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concrete situations, and pales progressively as we move upward and
outward. Evidently then the upshot is that the factual and the mathe-
matical stand apart, for me as for Carnap; but for me, unlike Carnap, the
separation is a matter not of principle but of degree" (Hahn and

Schilpp, The Philosophy of W.V. Quine, p. 430).
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42. Ibid., pp. 168-9.
43. Hahn and Schilpp, The Philosophy of W.V. Quine, p. 365.



CHAPTER 3

FACT OF THE MATTER A N D
TRUTH

Another important question to ask about the notion of fact of the
matter concerns its relation with the notion of truth. How does
Quine conceive the relation between truth and factuality? It seems
that the first thing to say is that the relation is not one of identity.
One important indication that Quine distinguishes truth and fac-
tuality is his claim that factuality is relative to our theory of nature and
that truth is relative to a language:

Factuality, like gravitation and electric charge, is internal to our the-
ory of nature.1 (Emphasis added)

When he [Gibson] has me relativizing truth "to a theory (or lan-
guage)", however, I grant language but balk at theory. A theory that I
hold true may turn out false; such is usage, and I accept it. Insofar,
truth indeed goes transcendental; but I acquiesce in this as a lin-
guistic effect.2 (Emphasis added)

Before going on with the comparison of factuality and truth, let me
note that Quine has also said that truth, just like factuality, is imma-
nent to a theory: "But truth, as Tarski appreciated, is meaningfully
predicated, rightly or wrongly, only within the theory that is opera-
tive at the time. Similarly for factuality."3 Is truth then immanent both
to a language and to a theory? Are we facing an important inter-
pretation problem here? No. There is no problem insofar as we dis-
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tinguish two questions about truth: 1) saying what it is for a sentence
to be true; 2) saying that a sentence is true. Saying what the truth
conditions of the sentences of a language L are is different from
saying which of those sentences are true.

When Quine says that truth is relative to a language, not to a
theory, we must recognize that he is talking about the first question
of truth, that is, the question of saying what it is for the sentences of a
language L to be true. In other words, saying that truth is relative to a
language means that knowledge of a language L provides us with
knowledge of the truth conditions of the sentences of L. This is to be
understood in the context of Tarski's account of truth; truth is relative
to a language in a Tarskian sense: the truth conditions of a sentence
are stated in the terms of that sentence. Thus, Quine, following
Tarski, would say that "Snow is white" is true if and only if snow is
white,4 and this goes for every other sentence of L. So, when Quine
says that truth is relative to a language, it seems that he must mean
that the question "what is it to be true?" or "what is truth?" gets no
general—translinguistic—answer. Rather, the question is "what is it
for each sentence of L to be true?" or "what is truth for each sentence
of L?," and the answer is given for each sentence of L. What it is for a
sentence SI to be true is stated in the terms of SI, what it is for a
sentence S2 to be true is stated in the terms of S2, etc. Thus we get no
general account of truth, of what it is to be true; the knowledge of a
language L is necessary to the knowledge of what it is to be true for
the sentences of L since the truth conditions are given for each sen-
tence of L, and they are stated in the terms of each of those sentences,
respectively.

Now, while knowing a language L gives us access to the truth
conditions of the sentences of L, it does not tell us which sentences
are true, and which sentences are false. It is rather the business of our
theories to tell us what is true, or which sets of (holistically related)
sentences are true. In other words, languages tell us what may be said
in them; but whether truly or falsely is another question, since for
every sentence that a language contains it always contains the denial
of that sentence too. On the other hand, when a consistent theory
contains a sentence, it never contains its negation too, for accepting a
given theory is accepting an assignment of truth values to each of its
sentences. Thus, when Quine says that truth is relative to a theory, it
seems that he must mean that what is true is relative to a theory, that
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which sentences are true is relative to a theory: accepting a given theory
is accepting a systematic assignment of truth values to a set of related
sentences.

Thus, there is no problem in Quine's saying both that truth is
relative to a language and that truth is relative to a theory: in the first
case "truth" refers to the question of what it is for the sentences of a
given language to be true, and in the second case "truth" refers to the
question of what is true (which sentences are true).

Thus, when Quine says: "truth, as Tarski appreciated, is mean-
ingfully predicated, rightly or wrongly, only within the theory that is
operative at the time. Similarly for factuality,"5 we must understand, it
seems, that what is true and what reality is (factuality) are both relative
to a theory. That is to say that what is true and what reality is are
ascribed within the theory that is operative at the time: "Disavowing
as I do a first philosophy outside science, I can attribute reality and
truth only within the terms and standards of the scientific system of
the world that I now accept; only imminently."6

Even though both are made within the theory that is operative at
the time, ascriptions of reality (what reality is) and ascriptions of truth
(what is true) seem to be two different things, for Quine distinguishes
the two (see the previous quotation). But what is the difference
between the two sorts of ascriptions, and how are they related? A.t
first sight, the difference between ascriptions of truth and ascriptions
of factuality seems to be the following: On the one hand, when we
ascribe truth, we are concerned with our sentences, with the lin-
guistic reality; after all, sentences are what are true or false. On the
other hand, when we ascribe factuality, we are rather concerned with
the world, with the extralinguistic reality. Such is, at first sight, the
difference between ascriptions of truth and ascriptions of factuality.
However, Quine refuses to see that big a difference between those
two kinds of ascriptions. In order to explain why, let me recall some
passages from Philosophy of Logic. Here, Quine makes it clear that he
does not want truth (what is true) to be a matter of language.7 Truth is
a matter of reality, which means that if a statement is true, it is
because reality renders it true: No sentence is true but reality makes it
so. The sentence "Snow is white" is true, as Tarski has taught us, if and
only if real snow is really white. The same can be said of the sentence
"Der Schnee ist weiss"; language is not the point.8 In other words, the
truth of a statement is not a matter of language; a true statement is
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not true in virtue of the language. Talking about the truth of a
statement is only a detour or "indirection", says Quine. We should just
assert the sentence, for, in doing so, it would not seem that we are
talking about language anymore; it would become clear that we are in
fact talking about reality (extralinguistic), even when we mention
statements: "We do better simply to say the sentence and so speak not
about language but about the world."9

For Quine, truth (what is true) depends on reality, but this is not a
reason to deny that sentences are what convey truth. The truth pre-
dicate is useful precisely on those occasions on which we are led,
because of technical complexities, to mention sentences (semantic
ascent) despite the fact that we have reality in sight. The truth pre-
dicate recalls that reality continues to be the essential concern. In
Quine's words:

Truth hinges on reality; but to object, on this score, to calling sen-
tences true, is a confusion. Where the truth predicate has its utility is
in just those places where, though still concerned with reality, we are
impelled by certain technical complications to mention sentences.
Here the truth predicate serves, as it were, to point through the
sentence to the reality; it serves as a reminder that though sentences
are mentioned, reality is still the whole point.10

In other words, and still paraphrasing Quine, we can say that the
ascent to a mention of language is only a temporary retreat out of the
world, for the truth predicate's function is precisely to cancel the
reference to language.11 The truth predicate reminds us that our
interest is in the extralinguistic reality, even though we make a tech-
nical ascent in mentioning sentences.12 The typical Tarskian exam-
ple—"Snow is white" is true if and only if snow is whiter—renders
explicit this cancellatory function of the truth predicate. In other
words, the truth predicate is a means for cancelling the quotation
marks, which make, Quine says, "all the difference between talking
about words and talking about snow."13

We have acknowledged that what are true or false are the sen-
tences, but some precisions are in order. Strictly speaking, what are
true or false are not the sentences themselves14 but their utterances,
for the utterance of a sentence can be true on one occasion and false
on another.15 So, what makes a concrete occurrence of a sentence true
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of false? Quine says that reality is what renders our sentences true or
false. Thus reality (factuality) determines truth (what is true); but what
more can we say? How does reality render our sentences true? How
does reality determine truth (what is true)?

To treat this question of how factuality determines truth, I will
first explore Alex Orenstein's suggestion that Quine establishes a
relationship of "correspondence" between truth and ontology:

The semantic—correspondence inspired—theory of truth provides
a perspective for viewing Quine's work, in particular the close
interdependence of questions of truth and questions of ontology. To
accept a correspondence theory is to be involved in problems of
ontology. For, according to it, the truth of a sentence reflects the way
the world is and truth claims are ontological claims.... The strength
of Quine's position on the nature of ontological commitment lies in
its connection with this eminently defensible realist theory of truth.
Sentences are true because of the way in which they reflect reality
and the quantificational sentences are simply the ones which most
explicitly reflect what there is. Whether Quine describes quantifica-
tion in terms of naming, predicating, or Tarskian satisfaction does
not matter, in a sense; all of these provide arguments for the exis-
tential significance of quantification and do so as part of a modern
vision of the correspondence style account of truth.16

In other words, Quine's Tarskian theory of truth amounts to a cor-
respondence theory of truth. It links our words with the world, with
what there is, i.e., with factuality: "As already hinted by the corre-
spondence theory, the truth predicate is an intermediary between
words and the world. What is true is the sentence, but its truth con-
sists in the world's being as the sentence says."17 A true sentence cor-
responds to factuality,18 to what the world is. What the world is will be
most explicit in languages regimented into the canonical notation
because it is in that notation that our existential quantifier, which
indicates our ontological commitments, is explicit. In the language of
truth-functional connectives and quantification, our existential
commitments are explicit.19

A precision seems in order here, so I will make a small digression.
Quine is clear on the fact that, in order to have an ontology, we need to
use the regimented language of truth functional connectives and
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quantification, for, in order to have an ontology, we need to have
variables: "to be is to be the value of a variable." That is not to say that
in ordinary language, where we do not have an ontology, we cannot
make ontological claims. If, for example, Tom says "I believe in angels,"
the belief he expresses is an ontological one. He makes an ontological
claim, as opposed to, for instance, an epistemological one. Tom makes
an ontological claim although we cannot impute an ontology to him
until he regiments his language into the canonical notation:

The ontological question for such a language [idioms of proposi-
tional attitudes], as for ordinary language generally, makes sense
only relative to agreed translations into ontologically regimented
notation. A language is not necessarily defective in being thus
ontologically indecisive; it is just not a language of the object-
oriented type.20

Thus it seems appropriate to say that ordinary language is only
loosely ontological,21 for, in ordinary language, we can make onto-
logical claims without having an ontology. Thus Quine can say, and
he does, that ordinary language is factual, but only loosely: ordinary
language is only loosely factual, just as it is only loosely ontological.22

In order to be strictly factual, in order to give access to factuality
strictly speaking, a language has to be regimented into the canonical
notation and thus render the speaker's ontology explicit.

How does truth, which is determined by factuality, fit into this
picture? Should we say that truth is ascribed only loosely in languages
that are only loosely factual? %s. We can say that the truth predicate
increases in clarity as we regiment the language in which it is used.
Quine indeed says that the truth predicate can vary in clarity: it is as
clear as the sentence to which it applies:

It [the disquotational account of truth] tells us what it is for any
sentence to be true, and it tells us this in terms just as clear to us as the
sentence in question itself. We understand what it is for the sentence
"Snow is white" to be true as clearly as we understand what it is for
snow to be white.23

As that quotation expresses, the difference of clarity of the truth
predicate, between let's say, its use in ordinary language and its use in
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the canonical notation, is the difference between the clarity of those
two forms of languages. What it means for a given sentence to be said
to be true is as clear as the sentence to which the truth predicate is
applied. If we agree with Quine that the sentences of the canonical
notation are clearer than the sentences of ordinary language, we can
say that what it is for those sentences to be true is clearer than what it
is for the sentences of ordinary language to be true. As a language
gains in clarity, what it is for its sentences to be true also gains in
clarity.

To bring my digression to an end, and return to the question of
how factuality determines truth, let me mention that, even if truth
can be more or less loosely or strictly ascribed according to how
loosely or strictly factual the language in which the ascription is made
is, it remains the case that the truth predicate links our words to the
world. Whatever the language we are using, it remains the case that
the relationship between factuality (what there is) and truth (what is
true) is one of correspondence. True sentences "correspond" to what
there is.

But of course, "correspondence" must be clarified. Let me start
with a remark from Orenstein:

According to this theory [the correspondence theory of truth], a
sentence is true when it corresponds, or is adequate, to reality.

Tarski conceived of this very correspondence concept of truth as a
constraint (he called it a material adequacy condition) on his defi-
nition; moreover, he succeeded in formulating the intuition behind
the traditional conception in a far clearer and less problematic
manner than had hitherto been achieved. . . .

In the traditional statement we would have said something like
"Snow is white" is true if and only if "Snow is white" corresponds to
reality. But it is precisely this traditional version which has been
subject to serious criticism. After all, what does one mean by "cor-
respondence" or by "reality"? Tarski's treatment, which Quine
warmly espouses, avoids these criticisms by avoiding any but trans-
parent notions, namely, some device for referring to the sentence
itself and the "if and only if" locution of our canonical notation.24

Thus the term "correspondence" appears unproblematic since it states
a strict bi-conditional relationship with the "if and only if," and since
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it does not require the establishment of a relationship with the world
other than the legitimacy of the affirmation of the very same sentence
to which the truth predicate is applied. In other words, since the
correspondence between the sentence and the world is described in
the exact terms of the sentence, the relation of correspondence is not
mysterious: a sentence corresponds to reality if and only if that very
sentence, when affirmed, makes a legitimate claim. Thus the real
question of truth is not about the correspondence between a true
sentence and reality, which is established by definition, but about the
legitimacy of our claims: "Evidently one who puzzles over the
adjective 'true' should puzzle rather over the sentences to which he
ascribes it. 'True' is transparent."25 In other words, we now know that
a true sentence is true because reality renders it true, or, to put it
differently, because it corresponds to the world; but we still do not
know which sentences reality renders true. We know what it takes for
our sentences to be true: they must fulfill the strict condition stated
by the "if and only if"; but we do not yet know how to tell whether
this condition is satisfied in given cases. We do not yet know how to
tell which of our claims are warranted or which sentences to call true,
i.e., which ascriptions of truth are warranted. We know that "Snow is
white" is true if and only if snow is white, but we may not know
whether "Snow is white" is a legitimate affirmation. We may not know
whether we can legitimately ascribe truth to "Snow is white." We may
not know whether it is the case that snow is white. In a nutshell, what
is true (correct ascriptions of truth) depends on the legitimacy of our
claims. It is not the other way around.

Thus the relationship of correspondence between a true sentence
and the world is established by definition, by the definition of truth,
and what is to be discovered is rather how we get to know whether to
affirm (legitimately) a given sentence. Quine expresses well that, in
order to answer that question, we have to look for the grounds of
warranted belief:

[I]f to call a sentence true is simply to affirm it, then how can we tell
whether to affirm it}

The lazy answer is "That all depends on what the sentence is. In
the case of 'Snow is white' you just look at snow and check the color."
The more sympathetic answer is a general analysis of the grounds of
warranted belief, hence scientific method.26 (Emphasis added)



34 Q U I N E ON M E A N I N G

Thus, to the question "how do we know what is true?," or "how do
we know which of our ascriptions of truth are warranted?" or "how
can we tell whether we can (legitimately) affirm a sentence?," Quine's
answer lies in his empiricism,27or, "a general analysis of the grounds
of warranted belief, hence scientific method."28

We can be more specific. If we consider Quine's empirical psy-
chology, it appears, as we shall see, that what provides legitimacy
(what provides meaning and evidence) to our talk about the world is
the fact that its relation with the world is one of responding. This
precision brings an important nuance to the idea of correspondence.
In fact, some might even say that the term "correspondence" is
unwelcome. Some might prefer, as does Gibson, to abandon the
expression "correspondence" altogether:

Quine does not regard this link [between theory and world] as one
of "correspondence". . . . For Quine the link is, rather, a matter of
conditioning, verbal dispositions conditioned to stimuli. . . .

This relation is not one of mirroring, or corresponding, nor yet
even of referring. It is one of responding, of holophrastic observa-
tion sentences conditioned to intersubjectively appreciable ranges of
physical stimuli. The moral is that the tug towing the ship of theory
is securely moored to the shoreline. This is the lesson of mitigated hol-
ism and empirical psychology.29

If we prefer to keep the expression "correspondence" since Tarski and
Quine use it, we still can make good use of Gibson's point and sug-
gest that the concept of correspondence is explained by an analysis of
the conditions in which our talk about the world is warranted. This
analysis is provided by Quine's empirical approach to language: our
talk about the world is warranted, and thus "corresponds" to the
world, if its relation to the world is one of responding. Of course,
this is oversimplified: appealing to a conditioning process explains
how observation sentences relate to the world (factuality), but it leaves the
question open for our theoretical sentences and our theories gen-
erally. How do theoretical sentences and theories get warranted? On
what basis can they be said to "correspond" to the world (factuality)?

In order to answer that question, let me turn to Quine's externa-
lized empiricism or genetic approach to evidence:
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We see, then, a strategy for investigating the relation of evidential
support, between observation and scientific theory. We can adopt a
genetic approach, studying how theoretical language is learned. For
the evidential relation is virtually enacted, it would seem, in the
learning. This genetic strategy is attractive because the learning of
language goes on in the world and is open to scientific study. It is a
strategy for the scientific study of scientific method and evidence. We
have here a good reason to regard the theory of language as vital to the theory of
knowledge?® (Emphasis added)

The first thing that I want to point out about this genetic approach to
evidence is that it makes Quine's behavioral view of language vital to
his theory of knowledge, to his views on scientific method and evi-
dence. Thus, in the spirit of this genetic approach to evidence, Quine
proposes to drop the question of how our theories are linked to
observation, or sensation, or environing situation, and replace it by
the question of the relation between observational sentences and
theoretical sentences:

It consists in talking neither of sensation nor of environing situa-
tion, but of language: talking of language at the observational end
no less than at the theoretical end. I do not suggest that observations
themselves are something verbal, but I propose that we drop the talk
of observation and talk instead of observation sentences, the sen-
tences that are said to report observations: sentences like "This is
red," "This is a rabbit." No matter that sensations are private, and no
matter that men may take radically different views of the environing
situation; the observation sentence serves nicely to pick out what
witnesses can agree on.31

Thus, as Gibson explains in Enlightened Empiricism?2 the problem of
evidence becomes the problem of accounting for the relation
between the theoretical talk33 and the observational talk.34 Gibson
reports that, for Quine, "[t]he channels by which, having learned
observation sentences, we acquire theoretical language, are the very
channels by which observation lends evidence to scientific theory."35
The relation between observational talk and theoretical talk, Gibson
points out, has two aspects: an evidential one and a semantical one.
Thus, the problem of the relation between the two kinds of talk can
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be couched in terms of the two following questions: 1) "how is it that
one sentence can serve as evidence for another?"; and 2) "how do
sentences acquire whatever meanings they can be said to have?"36

Still following Gibson, the answer to both these questions begins
with the role of observation sentences. Observation sentences bring
both meaning and evidence to other kinds of sentences (the theore-
tical ones) of the theory. Gibson points out that, by definition,
observation sentences enjoy unanimous acceptance within a given
speech community. This is why they play an evidential role. Unanimous
acceptance provides observation sentences with evidential force.
Also, Gibson recalls that, for Quine, "whatever evidence there is for
science is sensory evidence."37 Thus, in case of disagreement on the
truth value of a theoretical sentence, it is always possible to "descend
to the level of observation sentences, and find a common ground for
assessing relevant evidence."38

Second, observation sentences play a semantical role in theories
because they are the sentences associated with the non-verbal cir-
cumstances intersubjectively appreciated.39 Gibson recalls that, for
Quine, "all inculcation of meanings of words must rest ultimately on
sensory evidence."40 Thus, Gibson concludes, observation sentences
are, for Quine, the "gateway to language and hence to science—
insofar as scientific theories are conceived of as systems of sen-
tences."41 Again, it is Quine's genetic approach to evidence that mat-
ters: For the evidential relation is virtually enacted, it would seem, in the

learning42 (Emphasis added)
Thus, to recall, the question of evidence becomes that of

accounting for the relation between observational talk and theoretical
talk. This relation has a semantical aspect and an evidential aspect.
Observation sentences' (stimulus-) meaning and evidence are the sti-
muli to which the sentences themselves are conditioned responses.
Theoretical sentences' "meanings" and evidence are the theoretical
sentences' relations (holistic) with observation sentences.43

Let me link these results with the question that motivated their
report. We first saw that, whereas Quine thinks that what it is to be true
is relative to a language, he thinks that what is true and what is real are
both determined within the theory that is operative at the time. To the
question of the link between factuality and truth (what is true), Qui-
ne's answer, as we saw, is that factuality (extralinguistic reality) deter-
mines truth (what is true), that reality is what renders our true
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assertions true. Ifet, we did not know how that happened; we did not
know exactly what the relation had to be between factuality and our
ascriptions of truth (or affirmations) for those ascriptions (or affir-
mations) to be warranted. The examination of the suggestion
according to which true sentences "correspond" to reality did not
bring much light to that question besides the idea that the "corre-
spondence" relation is in fact a relation of responding. This appeal to
conditioned response gave us a clue about how factuality determines
the truth of observation sentences. It gave us a clue about how fac-
tuality can serve as meaning and evidence for observation sentences. It is
Quine's genetic approach that makes the relationship between theore-
tical talk and factuality clear: factuality provides meaning and evi-
dence to theoretical sentences indirectly, that is, via the multifarious
relations that those sentences have with observation sentences.

We also saw that the only difference between ascriptions of truth
and ascriptions of factuality is the technical device used to ascribe
truth: the quotation marks (semantic ascent); for Quine insists on the
fact that, even in semantic ascent, what we are concerned with is
reality. Indeed, to ascribe truth to our sentences (just to say, for
instance, that "Snow is white" is a true sentence) and to make claims
about reality (just say that snow is white) is the same, except for the
technical detour in the first case. Finally, we saw that ascriptions of
truth and ascriptions of factuality are only loosely made in ordinary
language. It is only in the language of truth-functional connectives
and quantification that truth (what is true) and factuality (what reality
is) can be strictly ascribed because it is in this notation that our
ontological commitments are explicit.

Before concluding this chapter, let me relate what has been said
previously on the question of underdetermination of theory.

Can underdetermination still appear if factuality (what there is)
determines truth? ^es. Underdetermination is the following doctrine:

The doctrine of underdetermination of theory claims that theories
about the world transcend all possible observations of the world,
and, further, that different, competing theories can be developed on
the same observational basis. In a word, theories can be shown to be
logically incompatible with one another, yet empirically equiva-
lent.44
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That means that underdetermination is a matter of the evidence we
have for our theories (ontologies). The doctrine says something about
the link between our theories and their evidence. Truth, however, is
an ontological matter, that is to say, as we saw, that the truth predicate
establishes a relation between our theories and the world, not between
our theories and their evidence. Truth claims are ontological claims.
Reality (extralinguistic reality), not evidence, is what renders our true
theories true. If a theory is true, it is in virtue of the world, in virtue of
factuality, not in virtue of its evidence. Thus, to say that reality
determines the truth of our theories allows underdetermination, i.e.,
the fact that many theories can be built on the same observational/
evidential basis. And the fact that underdetermination can appear,
that many theories can be equally well warranted, does not affect the
fact that if a theory is true, it is so in virtue of factuality, in virtue of
the world. If we were to admit that two conflicting theories are true
the truth of each theory would be determined by factuality.45 In other
words, if we were to admit two theories as true, it would not be
because truth is a matter of evidence (which is not the case) but
because of underdetermination of theory, because many theories
(whether we qualify all of them as true or not) can be built on the
same observational basis. So, the fact that factuality determines truth
allows for underdetermination. The fact that underdetermination
appears does not mean that truth is not determined by factuality, nor
does it mean that truth is an evidential matter.

Underdetermination of theories does not imply that there is no
fact of the matter to the truth of theories either. If a theory is true, it
is so in virtue of the world (factuality), so if a theory is true, there is,
by Quine's definition of truth, a fact of the matter to its truth. If a
theory is true, its truth is determined by factuality. Thus, despite
underdetermination, there is always a fact of the matter to the truth
of a true theory. If we have underdetermination, it is because we can
have many equally warranted theories; it is not because those theories
could all be said to be true (g/"they could all be said to be true: again,
Quine oscillates on that question, as we have seen in note 45). Even if
we were to admit that two conflicting theories are true, we could not
say that there is no fact of the matter to their truth. The truth of each
theory would be a matter of fact. Thus, underdetermination of the-
ories does not imply that there is no fact of the matter to the truth of
theories.
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CONCLUSION

In the analysis of Quine's notion of factuality or fact of the matter
presented in the previous chapter, it was shown that, for Quine,
factuality is a question of ontology, a question of what there is. In
other words, to talk of factuality is to talk about extralinguistic reality.
Ontology is determined immanently to the theory that is operative at
the time, and so is factuality. The theory that is currently operative,
according to Quine, is physics. Factuality or microphysical facts of
the matter are immanent to that overall theory of nature and the
special status of that theory confers on them their primacy. It is
because of Quine's acceptance of physics as the wider frame of
reference, as the overall theory of nature, that the ontology of physics
is rock-bottom, and that factuality is physical.

In the present chapter I have compared factuality and truth and
attempted to explain the difference between the two, in particular,
why Quine says that truth is relative to a language whereas factuality
is relative to a theory. The distinction between language and theory
was the starting point. In a nutshell, language and theory are dis-
tinguished because, whereas a language provides us with the truth
conditions of its sentences, a theory purports to tell us what is true or
what reality is. Whereas a language informs us about what it is for its
sentences to be true, a theory tells us which sentences, or which sets
of holistically related sentences, are taken to be true, i.e., which sen-
tences "correspond" to reality. When Quine says that truth is relative
to a language, we should understand him as saying that what it is for
our sentences to be true is relative to a language. When Quine says
that truth is relative to a theory, just as factuality is, we should
understand him as saying that what is true is relative to a theory, just
as factuality is.

What is the difference between what is true and factuality (what
reality is)? The difference, Quine insists in Philosophy of Logic, is not
that in the first case we are concerned with language and in the sec-
ond with reality. In both cases, he says, we are concerned with reality
even if in the first case, in order to attribute truth, we mention sen-
tences. The only difference is that, when we use the truth predicate,
we are taking a technical detour (semantic ascent) to talk about the
world. Instead of saying " 'Snow is white' is true," we could just assert
"Snow is white"; we could just claim that snow is white.



40 Q U I N E ON M E A N I N G

When a statement is true, it is so because of reality. No statement is
true that reality has not rendered true. Thus factuality determines
truth (what is true). In order to be able to say more about how fac-
tuality determines truth, about how factuality provides meaning and
evidence to our ascriptions of truth (theories), I have looked at the
idea of correspondence. This brought enlightenment insofar as it told
us that the correspondence is in fact a relation of responding to the
world—directly for observation sentences and indirectly (via obser-
vation sentences) for theoretical sentences. The stimuli to which the
observation sentences are related via conditioning constitute the
(stimulus-) meaning of and the evidence for observation sentences.
Theoretical sentences are related to factuality only indirectly, through
their multifarious relations with those observation sentences. The
relations between the theoretical sentences and the observation sen-
tences constitute both the meaning of and the evidence for the the-
oretical sentences. So, finally, it is by an analysis of the role of the
observation sentences that the relation between factuality and truth
(what is true) has been clarified. Understanding the semantical and
the evidential role of the observation sentences is the key to under-
standing how reality renders our theories true, i.e., how reality
determines what is true, how reality provides meaning and evidence
to our ascriptions of truth.
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T H E I N D E T E R M I N A C Y T H E S I S

Now that Quine's notion of fact of the matter has been clarified, we
should be able to clarify Quine's indeterminacy thesis, that is, his
claim that there is no fact of the matter vis-a-vis rightness of trans-
lation manuals that are equally compatible with speech dispositions.
However, having a good take on the notion of fact of the matter
might not be sufficient for such a clarification since, as we shall see,
the indeterminacy thesis does not always appeal to the notion of
factuality or fact of the matter. In the second section of the present
chapter, I will examine whether these differences in the argumenta-
tion for the thesis are of importance, whether they are differences in
ways of talking, changes in emphasis, or genuine changes of mind
(substantial changes). But, in a preliminary section, I will review some
formulations of the thesis to clarify their content and to try to eval-
uate the importance or otherwise of the variations that occur.

FORMULATIONS

Indeterminacy of translation is a thesis or doctrine. Quine offers
arguments for it, not a factual illustration, nor a deductive proof.1

What does this doctrine claim exactly? At first sight, when we look
at various formulations of it, we might be tempted to conclude that it
is not altogether clear what Quine is defending in the indeterminacy
thesis, for its content seems to have varied. Thus, before discussing
the fact that Quine's argumentation for indeterminacy of translation
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varies in terms of whether or not an appeal is made to the notion of
factuality and physicalism, I will indicate and review some variations
in the. formulations of the thesis in order to see if, despite the appear-
ance of a variation in their content, they have a common core.

First, some formulations of the indeterminacy of translation thesis
claim that, given two or more incompatible translation manuals that
conform to all the same speech dispositions, there is no basis for
saying which is right and which is wrong?

My thesis of the indeterminacy of translation is that mutually
incompatible manuals of translation can conform to all the same
distributions of speech dispositions. But the only facts of nature that
bear on the correctness of translation are speech dispositions. Thus
mutually incompatible manuals of translation can conform to all the
same overall states of nature, hence all the same distributions of
microphysical states. Ifet, being incompatible, both manuals can scarcely
be right. Which one is, if either? I say there is no fact of the matter. This
illustrates my identification of facts of the matter with distribution of
microphysical states.3 (Emphasis added)

My position was that either manual could be useful, but as to
which was right and which was wrong there was no fact of the matter. ... I
speak as a physicalist in saying that there is no fact of the matter. I
mean that both manuals are compatible with the fulfillment of just
the same elementary physical states by space-time regions.4
(Emphasis added)

By those formulations of the indeterminacy thesis Quine asserts that
there is no basis for saying which manual is right and which one is
wrong. One could raise the question: does Quine suppose that one
manual must be right and that one must be wrong, or does he mean
that the question of knowing which one is right and which one is
wrong is a pseudo-question? Chapter 2 provided at least part of the
answer,5 but, for now, I shall let the question remain open, for all I
want to indicate is that some of Quine's formulations of his thesis can
easily permit one to wonder about how Quine judges (right or
wrong) the two manuals.

Second, from the fact that Quine insists on the incompatibility of
the manuals, one can conclude that he thinks at least one of the two
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incompatible translation manuals that conform to all the same speech
dispositions must be wrong. Two manuals are incompatible if and
only if at least one of them must be wrong.

Or suppose they [two field linguists] both compiled manuals of
translation, and both manuals proved successful in translating some
long native monologue into coherent English. Then suppose we
translate it again using the two manuals alternately, sentence by
sentence. Would the result be coherent? If not, and given no basis for
saying which manual is at fault, we have what I have called the inde-
terminacy of translation.6 (Emphasis added)

Third, the following formulation insists on the fact that of two
manuals that fit all the same speech dispositions, there is no basis for
saying that one manual is better than the other.

[M]y doctrine of indeterminacy had to do with hypothetical man-
uals of translation both of which fitted all behavior. Since translators
do not supplement their behavioral criteria with neurological cri-
teria, much less with telepathy, what excuse could there be for supposingthat
the one manual conformed to any distribution of elementary physical states better
than the other manual!? What excuse, in short, for supposing that there
is a fact of the matter?7 (Emphasis added)

In the same spirit, Quine here seems to nuance what he has said in
the first set of formulations:

A pioneer manual of translation has its utility as an aid to negotiation
with the native community. Success in communication is judged by
smoothness of conversation, by frequent predictability of verbal and
non-verbal reactions, and by coherence and plausibility of native
testimony. It is a matter of better and worse manuals rather than flatly right and
wrong ones.8 (Emphasis added)

Perhaps it is implicit in the first of these two passages that none of the
manuals need be better or worse than any of its rivals. This reading
would square well with the next reading too: many manuals may be
right as long as they conform to all checkpoints of verbal behavior.

Fourth, then the following formulation now suggests that, if there

46
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is no basis to choose between the two manuals, it is because they are
both right. "Indeterminacy means not that there is no acceptable
translation, but that there are many. A good manual of translation fits
all checkpoints of verbal behavior, and what does not surface at any
checkpoint can do no harm."9 Thus, sometimes, the formulation of
the indeterminacy thesis allows for the rival manuals both to be right:
"The indeterminacy thesis . . . tells us that right translations can
sharply diverge."10

Finally, in the following formulation, there is no way to misread
Quine as supposing that one of the rival manuals must be right and
that one must be wrong. There is no way either to read him as saying
that at least one of the manuals must be wrong. There is no way to see
the claim that one manual is better than the other, or the claim that
both manuals are right. In fact, there is no evaluative claim on Qui-
ne's part about the manuals. This time the formulation provides the
translators' perspective (whether the manuals are acceptable or not
according to the translators), and it claims that two radical translators
could reject one another's manuals.

These reflections leave us little reason to expect that two radical
translators, working independently, would come out with manuals
acceptable to both. Their manuals might be indistinguishable in
terms of any native behavior that they gave reason to expect, and yet
each manual might prescribe some translation that the other trans-
lator would reject. Such is the thesis of the indeterminacy of trans-
lation.11

This claim about translators rejecting one another's manuals is not
equivalent to the claim about incompatibility of the manuals. The
former is a pragmatic claim about translators, and the latter is a
semantic claim about translations. While translators might appeal to
mental or attitudinal grounds, the translations can appeal only to
factual or natural grounds.

We can see that in all the formulations, indeterminacy concerns
two (or more) rival hypothetical manuals of translation that are
behaviorally equivalent. What varies through the diverse formulations
is the way that Quine qualifies those manuals: if we acknowledge that
the first reading (one manual must be right and one must be wrong)
cannot be seriously considered (for it supposes an epistemological
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reading of the notion of fact of the matter), it remains that sometimes
Quine claims 1) that at least one of the manuals must be wrong (for he
says that they are incompatible); 2) that it is not a case of right or
wrong but of better or worse; 3) that despite the conflict, all such
manuals are equally right; and 4) that each translator involved may
accept his own manual and reject all the others (without any judging
from Quine of the manuals being right or wrong).

Is this variation through the formulations of importance? Maybe
not, for the core of the thesis seems to remain constant: there is no
basis for preferring or choosing among the two (or more) rival
manuals. In all cases, no matter how Quine qualifies or evaluates the
rival manuals, it remains the case that there is no basis for preferring
or choosing among them. Thus, if we want to be maximally chari-
table and attribute a maximum of constancy to Quine's attitude
toward indeterminacy of translation, it seems that the best way to
describe the thesis is to say that it claims that what is indeterminate is
the preference or the choice between rival translation manuals,
regardless of how we judge the manuals (i.e., regardless which of the
four possibilities mentioned in the previous paragraph we select). In
other words, the indeterminacy thesis does not concern the correct-
ness or rightness or truth of translation manuals taken individually. It
does not concern the cognitive value of individual translation man-
uals. It concerns only the situation in which there are two or more
behaviorally equivalent translation manuals: the indeterminacy thesis
claims that the choice among them is indeterminate. The following
passage is clear on that point:

Farther along he [Paul A. Roth] seems to ascribe to me a thesis . . . to
the effect that "there is no warrant . . . for attributing a fact of the
matter to semantics theory." On the contrary, the conformity of a
translation manual to speech dispositions is decidedly a matter of
fact. It is only the choice between certain rival manuals that lacks
factuality.12

In other words, indeterminacy of translation does not constitute an
evaluative claim about the translation enterprise or its result (the
manuals). As I will try to show in more detail in Chapter 5, inde-
terminacy of translation is rather a claim about meaning. It expresses
a fact about language. Thus, we can conclude, the analysis of the
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variations in the formulations of the thesis indicates that the core of
the thesis is not the evaluation of translation or translation manuals
(this element varies throughout the formulations), but rather the fact
that the choice among the rival manuals is indeterminate. However,
this way of talking can be misleading. It does not mean that our
psychology (mental states or attitudes) or beliefs about the rival
manuals are indeterminate. Saying that the preference or choice
between the rival manuals is indeterminate means that nature (fac-
tuality) does not decide among the manuals. It means that factuality
does not favor one manual over the other.13 More precisely, it means
that the ontology of our actual theory of nature does not favor one
manual over the other. In other words, choosing among rival trans-
lation manuals is not a question of what nature is, not a question of
what there is, not a question of ontology or factuality. Whatever the
state of the world, it is indifferent to our choice between rival trans-
lation manuals; whatever objects we say there are in the world, they
are indifferent to our choice among rival translation manuals.

ARGUMENTS

In order to clarify further Quine's treatment of indeterminacy, I shall
now look more closely at the arguments Quine has offered for it. Why
is it that our theory of nature does not favor one manual over the
other? Why is the state of the world indifferent to our choice among
rival translation manuals? Looking at some passages, it is not easy to
answer those questions, for the core of the argumentation is hard to
find. Consider the following:

My thesis of the indeterminacy of translation is that mutually
incompatible manuals of translation can conform to all the same
distributions of speech dispositions. But the only facts of nature that
bear on the correctness of translation are speech dispositions. Thus
mutually incompatible manuals of translation can conform to all the
same overall states of nature, hence all the same distributions of
microphysical states, ^et, being incompatible, both manuals can
scarcely be right. Which one is, if either? I say there is no fact of the
matter. This illustrates my identification of facts of the matter with
distribution of microphysical states.14
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I find this passage (and others) on indeterminacy of translation
particularly puzzling, and the question that comes to mind is: what is
the core of the argument for indeterminacy? Is it Quine's physicalistic
view of nature or his behavioristic view of language? In order to
understand more fully Quine's argumentation for indeterminacy, let
me start with that question, which, at least at first sight, seems hard
to answer, for Quine seems to have switched his emphasis from
physicalism to behaviorism in his argumentation for indeterminacy
of translation. I think that in order to identify the core of his argu-
ment, it is important to judge whether physicalism is central, whether
behaviorism is central, or whether Quine's indeterminacy thesis
needs both.

When Quine first argued for indeterminacy of translation, he has
emphasized physicalism. In these passages (see pages 45 and 46 above),
he argued for indeterminacy by appealing to the physicalistic notion of
fact of the matter and by showing that there is no such physical fact of
the matter to the choice between two hypothetical rival manuals.

In later passages (see pages 46 and 47 above) the emphasis changes:
no reference to physicalism or to the notion of fact of the matter is
made. Instead of insisting on the fact that there is no physical fact of
the matter to the choice among the rival manuals, Quine emphasizes
the fact that behavior does not decide among them. In other words,
he now stresses the public and conventional nature of language and
the fact of the translator's own input: "What the indeterminacy thesis
is meant to bring out is that the radical translator is bound to impose
fully as much as he discovers."15

Does this difference in the argumentation imply a change of mind
or only a change of emphasis? Some might think that we should take
it as a change of mind, if they take seriously the following conces-
sions on Quine's part:

Dagfinn has illuminated the indeterminacy thesis by clearing away
what does not pertain. What matters is just that linguistic meaning is
a function of observable behavior in observable circumstances.
Dagfinn divides this into two: that meaning is the product of the
evidence by which it is learned, and that that evidence is public.16

Broader behaviorism is irrelevant; physicalism is irrelevant', monism is
irrelevant. One can wallow in the rankest mentalistic ontology
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without affecting the indeterminacy of translation.17 (Emphasis
added)

Thus, Quine has claimed that physicalism is irrelevant to indetermi-
nacy. The core of the argumentation for indeterminacy, then, might
rather be his behavioristic approach to language. At least, we can say
that this is Quine's view in Perspectives on Quine (1990). It is also his
view in "Indeterminacy of Translation Again" (1987), where he claims
to undertake a "succinct over-all clarification" of his view on inde-
terminacy of translation after having suffered 25 years of critics
addressing the first version of the thesis presented in Word and Object.
In this clarification there is no appeal to physicalism either. Once
again, Quine appeals only to behaviorism. Let's look at his argu-
mentation in that text.

Critics have said that the thesis [indeterminacy of translation] is a
consequence of my behaviorism. Some have said that it is a reductio ad
absurdum of my behaviorism. I disagree with the second point, but I
agree with the first. I hold further that the behaviorist approach is
mandatory. In psychology one may or may not be behaviorist, but in
linguistics one has no choice. Each of us learns his language by
observing other people's verbal behavior and having his own fal-
tering verbal behavior observed and reinforced or corrected by
others. We depend strictly on overt behavior in observable situations.
As long as our command of our language fits all external check-
points, where our utterance or our reaction to someone's utterance
can be appraised in the light of some shared situation, so long all is
well. Our mental life between checkpoints is indifferent to our rat-
ing as a master of the language.

There is nothing in linguistic meaning, then, beyond what is to
be gleaned from overt behavior in observable circumstances. In
order to exhibit these limitations, I propounded the thought
experiment of radical translation.18

So, in order to show that there is nothing more to meaning than
what can be gleaned from overt behavior in observable circum-
stances, in order to critique the idea of sameness of meaning (mental
entities),19 or to put it differently, to show that we do not have identity
criteria for meanings,20 Quine proposes the thought experiment of



QUINEONMEANING

radical translation. Let me sum up how he describes it in "Inde-
terminacy of Translation Again,"21 where, I propose, he claims to have
made an overall clarification of his views on indeterminacy.

Quine's thought experiment consists in imagining a translator who
wants to translate Jungle (the source language) into English (the target
language) and to whom we allow as data only the native utterances
and their observable circumstances. (It is an artificial situation in the
sense that ordinarily a translator would be helped by a bilingual
speaker.) The translation manual is developed by extrapolation of
those data, but confirmation is meager because, in most cases, an
observable situation does not enable the translator to predict what the
native will say: often what we say bears little relevance to the obser-
vable circumstances in which it is uttered. What we say bears about as
much relevance to our past experience as to our ongoing practical
goals for instance. Apart from observational sentences, most utter-
ances will not allow a correlation with observable circumstances. The
translator thus has to take the initiative, try his sentences in various
situations, and see if the natives assent or dissent. Of course, no
correlation is immediately forthcoming. The next step is to construe
analytical hypotheses: the translator, by guess-work, dissects the
observational sentences and pairs off the parts with other parts in
ways that seem appropriate according to the models (occurrences of
observation sentences). Thus accumulating information and con-
jecturing on it, the translator builds a tentative vocabulary (with
English translations) and a tentative grammar (a system of rules of
construction of new sentences in Jungle), while continually testing
the efficacy of his construction to help him in communicating with
the native. To help guide his construction, the translator can rely on
psychological conjectures. For instance, he takes into account what
the native is likely to believe, he supposes that the language is simple
enough to have been learned naturally by the natives, he supposes
that the natives' minds are like his. The translator also practices
empathy, that is, he tries to put himself into the natives' shoes as much
as he can. Moreover, the translator will observe the natives' reaction.
If conversation runs smoothly, it is a sign that the translation is good.
If the natives seem surprised, it is a sign that translation might be on
the wrong tack.

Things of that sort are all that the radical translator can rely on.
The meagerness of these resources, Quine says, leaves us little reason

52
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to think that two translators who worked independently on the
native's language would come out with manuals that were mutually
acceptable even if the manuals are indistinguishable "in terms of any
native behavior that they gave reason to expect." This is the claim of
the indeterminacy of translation thesis in "Indeterminacy of Transla-
tion Again":

Their manuals might be indistinguishable in terms of any native
behavior that they gave reason to expect, and yet each manual might
prescribe some translation that the other translator would reject.
Such is the thesis of indeterminacy of translation.22

We see that here then, in "Indeterminacy of Translation Again,"
where Quine claims to have made an overall clarification of his ideas
on indeterminacy of translation, the argument appeals not to phy-
sicalism but only to behaviorism.

Thus, it seems fair to say that, at leasts Quine has changed his
emphasis from physicalism to behaviorism in his argumentation for
indeterminacy of translation. At first, his physicalistic view of nature
appears as the most important element of the argumentation, but
later it seems to have become irrelevant (according to Quine himself):
the behavioristic approach is finally presented as sufficient by itself to
entail indeterminacy of translation. Is this change a dramatic change?
No, for despite the fact that behaviorism was not what Quine had
first emphasized, it was part of the argument from the beginning,
and it was what really entailed indeterminacy. In other words, even if
it was not acknowledged as such, the behavioristic approach to lan-
guage already adopted by Quine was the source of indeterminacy.
Indeed, when Quine says that there is no physical fact of the matter
or factuality to a choice among translation manuals, it is because he
already sees that behavioral factuality is the only factuality relevant to
semantics—it is because he already sees that semantics is stuck at the
behavioral level.

More importantly, it seems that this change in emphasis is not of
consequence because the difference lies in the arguments for inde-
terminacy and not in the content of the thesis. Whether Quine
insists on physicalism or on behaviorism in his argumentation for
indeterminacy, indeterminacy remains what it was: given two rival
translation manuals that allow fluent conversation with the native



5 4 Q U I N E O N M E A N I N G

equally well (they fit all the same distributions of speech disposi-
tions) there is no basis (neither physical nor behavioral) to favor one
manual over the other. The core of the thesis remains the same
whether one agrees because, as a physicalist, one insists on the fact
that physics (our theory of nature towards which one is realistic) is
irrelevant to the question, or because one (as a behaviorist in
semantics) insists on the fact that behavior is all that is relevant to
the question.

The thesis thus means that there is neither a physical nor a beha-
vioral fact of the matter to the choice among rival translation man-
uals. When a manual is right, there is a behavioral fact of the matter
(which depends on physical microstates) to its tightness. If ex hypothesi
two manuals both conform to all the speech dispositions, they are
both right, and the rightness of each is behaviorally (and ultimately
physically) factual also. What lacks factuality (behavioral or physical) is
the choice among the two manuals of which the rightness is factual.
There is no other kind of factuality above behavioral factuality to
which we can appeal to decide between the two behaviorially
equivalent manuals, because no other kind of factuality is relevant to
semantics.

NOTES

1. I will present Quine's arguments in the second section. On factual
illustration cf: "[T]he full or holophrastic indeterminacy of translation
draws too broadly on a language to admit factual illustration" (Quine,
W.V., Pursuit of Truth. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1990,
p. 50). On proof cf: "My argument for the indeterminacy of translation,
or for that matter my argument against analyticity in 'Two dogmas', is
not a proof by cases. It is not a proof at all" (Barrett, R. and Gibson, R.,
Perspectives on Quine. Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1990, p. 198). Quine talks of
proof only in logical contexts: "I have engaged in proofs in logical
contexts, but not in empirical ones" (ibid.).

2. Throughout the discussion, I will talk of two translation manuals, but it
could be more than two. If there are more than two manuals, we can say
that they are pair-wise incompatible if and only if each is incompatible
with each of the others, which is true if and only if at least all but one
manual must be wrong.

3. Hahn, L. E. and Schilpp, P.A. (eds), The Philosophy of W.V. Quine
(expanded edn). La Salle, IL: Open Court, 1998, p. 429.
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4. Shahan, R.W and Swoyer, C. (eds), Essays on the Philosophy of W.V Quine.
Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 1979, p. 167.

5. One of the conclusions of Chapter 2 is that the notion of fact of the
matter is ontological, so we might already prefer the idea that Quine
means that the question is a pseudo-question and not that one manual
must be right and one must be wrong. Indeed, in order to say that
Quine supposes that one manual must be right and one manual must be
wrong, we need to read "there is no fact of the matter" in an episte-
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CHAPTER 5

BEHAVIORISM, NEUROLOGY,
AND INDETERMINACY OF

TRANSLATION

To say that only behavioral factuality is relevant for semantics
implies that any explanation of verbal behavior in terms of neurol-
ogy would not entail progress in semantics; that is to say, that
neurology would not provide a basis for establishing synonymy
relationships, that it would not provide identity criteria for mean-
ings. In other words, it is not because of our incapacity to reduce
behavioral talk to neurological talk that Quine concludes there is no
fact of the matter to the choice among rival translation manuals.
Rather, it is because neurology is of no use (is irrelevant) to the
identification of meanings or, which is the same, to the establish-
ment of synonymy relationships.

Quine rejects the suggestion that an appeal to neurology could tell
us what people mean and help us in favoring one of two behaviorally
equivalent manuals over the other. Examining neurological states, so
some philosophers think, could let us know what people really mean,
and thereby could help us choose one manual over the other. Thus, it
is claimed, although two rival manuals allow for equal fluency of
dialogue with the natives, although both are equally in conformity to
verbal behavior, a translator could prefer one over the other on the
basis of information provided by neurology. The problem with this
suggestion is that, in fact, neurology brings nothing to the identifi-
cation of meaning; for meaning, according to Quine, is nothing
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more than what can be gleaned from overt behavior in observable
circumstances:

Discussion with Dreben helped to clarify these consequences of my
new stance. In Word and Object I had already pointed out that com-
munication presupposes no similarity in nerve nets; verbal behavior
is inculcated to the strength only of surface stimulation. Such was my
parable of the trimmed bushes (p. 8), alike in outward form but
wildly unlike in their inward twigs and branches. Save the surface, in
the paintmaker's words, and you save all.1

[E]ven a full understanding of neurology would in no way resolve
the indeterminacy of translation.2

Is this refusal to appeal to neurology in semantics at odds with the
physicalistic view of explanation presented in Chapter 2? It is worth
asking, indeed, since we saw that for Quine:

The terms that play a leading role in a good conceptual apparatus are
terms that promise to play a leading role in causal explanation; and
causal explanation is polarised. Causal explanations of psychology
are to be sought in physiology, of physiology in biology, of biology
in chemistry, and of chemistry in physics—in the elementary phy-
sical states.3

Why, when it comes to semantics, is Quine confident that progress in
neurology would not resolve the indeterminacy of translation?
Because indeterminacy of translation is linked to the question of
what linguistic meaning is and not to what its causes are. In other
words, the behavioral approach to linguistic meaning that Quine
adopts does not prevent the appeal to neurology when what is sought
is causal explanation. What behaviorism does is tell us where to start in
our study of meaning—it tells us what meaning is and where to find
it, that is, what the data for semantics are. Appealing to behaviorism
in semantics is not meant to provide an explanation. It only says what
kind of data (behavioral) is relevant for the enterprise. It does not
provide the cause of (does not explain) meaning:

Segal chafes at my linguistic behaviorism. Let me then stress its
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limits. It disciplines data, not explanation. On the explanatory side my
readers are familiar rather with my recourse to innate endowments. I
cite instinct and hence natural selection to explain induction, and to
explain also our innate subjective standards of perceptual similarity
and their preestablished intersubjective harmony. All this is essential
to language readiness. Behaviorism welcomes genetics, neurology,
and innate endowments. It just excludes mentalistic explanation. It
defines mentalistic concepts rather, if at all, by their observable
manifestations in behavior.4 (Emphasis added)

What the appeal to behaviorism does is discipline the data of
semantics. This has the effect of preventing any appeals to mentalistic
explanation, introspection, or telepathy in the study of meaning.

We see then that there need be no tension between Quine's refusal
to appeal to neurology and his physicalistic view of explanation if we
acknowledge his claim that behaviorism disciplines the data for
semantics, not explanation, and acknowledge that the question of
what meaning is must be distinguished from the question of its causes.
We could get all the explanations we wish to have about the under-
lying psychological process causing verbal behavior; still, the study of
meaning would remain at the behavioral level, for verbal behaviors
are the only data relevant to semantics: "Whatever the best eventual
theory regarding the inner mechanisms of language may turn out to
be, it is bound to conform to the behavioral character of language
learning: the dependance of verbal behavior on observation of verbal
behavior."5

Knowledge of the variations in neurological states is indifferent to
a person's credentials as one who understands the language. All that
he needs to be counted among the masters of a language is that his
verbal behaviors fit all the external checkpoints. In other words, if we
want to know what people mean, we have to look at what they actually
say, or, as Quine puts it, we must take verbal behaviors as the identity
criteria for mental contents. Looking at their brain states does not
help us to know what people mean. Let's say that neurology makes
progress in telling us how the functioning of certain parts of the
brain affects verbal behavior. Let's say that neurologists establish
strong correlations between the occurrences of some sentences and
the activity of some regions of the brain, thus suggesting that such
and such part of the brain is responsible for such and such verbal
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behavior. All that this tells us is that when such and such verbal
output occurs, such and such brain events occur. It still does not tell
us anything about what people think, i.e., it does not tell us about
mental states or meanings. Thus it appears that knowledge of brain
states is irrelevant to semantics. Moreover, there is the problem of
individuation. We saw that progress in the description of brain states
cannot diminish the indeterminacy of translation, for it cannot pro-
vide individuation criteria for meanings. Again: "how much causal
background should we include? how does the suggestion work for
terms for whose application there are no separable data? And when
there are such separable data, why not just take them as the meaning
instead of the causes?"6

Thus, progress in neurology does not eliminate nor even reduce
indeterminacy of translation, for, according to the thesis, the only
factuality relevant to translation and semantics is behavioral, and ex
hypothesi the rival manuals are equivalent in respect to that factuality.
Ex hypothesis the two manuals conform equally to all checkpoints of
verbal behavior, and thus are semantically equivalent. Hence the
choice among them is indeterminate, for they mean the same. The
two manuals are equivalent in regard to behavioral checkpoints, and
there is no other semantical standard to which they could or should
conform. That is to say, if two manuals are behaviorally equivalent, they
are semantically equivalent, for meaning is nothing more than what can
be gleaned from the observation of overt behavior in observable cir-
cumstances. If the two manuals are semantically equivalent, if they
mean the same, the choice between them is indeterminate; even full
knowledge of the state of the world (physiology, neurology, or anything
else) cannot help determine the decision.

Thus, for Quine, if the question is one of how we explain (give the
causes of) verbal behaviors (and hence meaning), then "behaviorism
welcomes genetics, neurology, and innate endowments."7 But if the
question is what linguistic meaning is, or what the data for semantics
are, the answer is provided by behaviorism, not by neurology, not by
genetics, and, of course, not by telepathy, nor by introspection (I will
come back to mentalism later). Behaviorism in semantics is not at
odds with neurology, it is rather the contrary: by telling semantics
where to start, i.e., what meaning is, where it is (in behavior), beha-
viorism assures that when it comes to explanation the route taken will
not be mentalist but materialist (neurology, genetics, etc.). In limiting
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the data of semantics to verbal behavior in observable circumstances,
behaviorism paves the way for neurological explanation. But, again,
although any difference depends (causally) ultimately on the arrange-
ments of microphysical states, the study of the nature of meaning
gains nothing from the knowledge of physics or neurology.

Thus the source of indeterminacy of translation lies in what Quine
sees as the nature of linguistic meaning, i.e. in the behaviorist nature
of semantic data. That is to say, it is linked to Quine's decision to
adopt an empirical and behavioral approach to language; i.e., the
crucial element for Quine's indeterminacy thesis is his naturalistic-
behavioristic (NB) thesis:

The crucial point [for indeterminacy of translation] is that according
to the NB conception of language the linguists have only the
behavioral dispositions of the foreigner upon which to base their
translations, and if no possible behavior disposition can settle the
question "What did the foreigner really mean by 'S'?" then the
question is senseless.8

Gibson reviews many passages where Quine expresses this natur-
alistic-behavioristic thesis:

(1) "Language is a social art. In acquiring it we have to depend
entirely on intersubjectively available cues as to what to say and
when" (WO, ix).

(2) "Language is a social art which we all acquire on the evidence
solely of other people's overt behavior under publicly recog-
nizable circumstances" (OR, 26).

(3) "A language is mastered through social emulation and social
feedback, and these controls ignore any idiosyncrasy in an
individual's imagery or associations that is not discovered in his
behavior" (PPLT, 4).

(4) "Language is socially inculcated and controlled; the inculcation
and control turn strictly on the keying of sentences to shared
stimulation. Internal factors may vary ad libitum without pre-
judice to communication as long as the keying of language to
external stimuli is undisturbed" (EN, 81).9

This thesis is naturalistic, says Gibson, in that it makes the study of
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language accessible to empirical study, and it is behavioristic in that it
relies on behavior as the substance of observable data. Gibson points
out that the thesis has a substantive element: it makes a factual claim
about how we learn language. It has also a heuristic element: it pro-
scribes mentalistic theories of language learning and meaning so that
the psychological mechanisms of language learning and any "mean-
ing" not discoverable behaviorally may be safely ignored.10 The NB
thesis thus circumscribes the limits of semantics. It keeps the search
for linguistic meaning within the scope of an empirical inquiry.

MENTALISM AND INDETERMINACY OF TRANSLATION

It is not only the physiology or neurology of verbal behavior that
Quine's behavioral semantics leaves aside. As Quine wants to study
meaning empirically, the correlative mental activity is also ignored,
for he wants to deal only with what is observable. Thus, there is
something residual over and above the physical and the behavioral
that the naturalistic-behavioristic approach to language leaves aside
on purpose: the idiosyncratic or intensional internal variations that
are unobservable. "I reject introspection as an objective criterion,
however invaluable heuristically."11

Thus, for Quine, data for semantics remain at the behavioral level
despite the variant internal factors, despite the idiosyncrasy in indivi-
duals" imagery and associations, for Quine's semantics is empirical.
These internal factors are the residues that are not captured by the
observation of verbal behavior, or, as Quine puts it, we must take the
verbal behaviors as their identity criteria—despite the loss of infor-
mation that thus occurs—for there is no other way to individuate
mental contents as such and to render them observable.

It is because this idiosyncratic residue is unobservable that, for an
empiricist like Quine, the question of what a person really means is
senseless, that the relations of synonymy are impossible to establish,
that meanings or propositions are impossible to individuate, and that
translation is indeterminate.

In other words, all the empiricist interested in meaning has to go
on is what he can observe, all the data he has are what people actually
say, and this is not enough to establish what they mean. It is not
enough to establish, for instance, that when someone says "Snow is
white" he means "La neige est blanche." It is not enough to say that
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there is a mental entity (propositional meaning) that is what "Snow is
white" and "La neige est blanche" have in common. All the empiricist
can legitimately say is that "Snow is white" and "La neige est blanche"
are usually asserted in the same observable circumstances. That does
not imply a denial of the existence of the idiosyncratic/internal
activity that goes on in the process of learning and of using a lan-
guage, but only the acknowledgment that, in a rigorously empirical
approach of meaning, we must leave aside the internal variations, and
that the only data we have (all that is strictly speaking observable12) are
verbal behaviors in publicly recognizable circumstances. And, as we
saw, even though some of the internal factors (the brain states) can be
observed, they do not tell us what people mean by what they say, they
do not provide identity criteria for meanings or propositions, they do
not allow the establishment of synonymy, and they do not determine
translation.

Thus, to summarize, we see that the source of indeterminacy of
translation lies in Quine's behavioristic approach to language, i.e., in
his decision to ignore as data the internal factors, mental and neu-
rophysiological. Neurology, genetics, and innate endowments' are
relevant only for the causal story about language, for identifying the
causes of verbal behavior, but they are irrelevant for an empirical
study of linguistic meaning. And as for introspection, Quine seems
to attribute to it only a heuristic value.

THE POINT OF INDETERMINACY

OF TRANSLATION

The indeterminacy thesis is, then, a means of expressing an impor-
tant fact about language: the point of indeterminacy, as Quine has
repeatedly said, is to challenge the notion of synonymy, and hence,
the reification of meanings. To give weight to our conclusions, here
are some passages in which Quine expresses explicitly the point of his
thesis:

[T]he indeterminacy of translation was always a conjecture, albeit a
plausible one. It is a dismissal neither of translation nor of meaning.
I have questioned the reification of meanings, plural, as abstract
entities, and this not on the score of their abstractness, but of their
individuation; for there is no entity without identity. Seeing mean-
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ing as vested primarily in the sentence and only derivatively in the
word, I sought in vain an operational line on sameness of sentential
meaning by reflecting on the radical translation of sentences.13

The point of my thought experiment in radical translations was
philosophical: a critique of the uncritical notion of meanings and,
therewith, of introspective semantics. I was concerned to expose its
empirical limits. A sentence has a meaning, people thought, and
another sentence is its translation if it has the same meaning. This,
we see, will not do.14

My thought experiment in radical translation, in Word and Object, was
meant as a challenge to the reality of propositions as meanings of
cognitive sentences. Since there is no entity without identity, no
reification without individuation, I needed only to challenge same-
ness of meaning of cognitive sentences. For pure sameness of
meaning, unsullied by shared origins of words or mutual influences
of cultures, where better to look than in radical translation?15

Apart from saying that the point of the indeterminacy of translation
thesis is to critique synonymy and reification of meanings, we can
also say, and it comes down to the same thing, that the point of the
thesis is to tell us that we cannot determine what people mean inde-
pendently of a chosen translation manual. For all that is observable is
what people actually say, which we always translate (an arbitrary
decision is made on our part) in our own ways of talking (whether
different or the same). In other words, "[djoubts about intensions
come from reflecting on radical translation."16

Translation is fine and should go on. "All of this" occasions no crisis
in linguistics such as the antinomies occasioned in set theory. What
"all of this" does occasion, if grasped, is a change in prevalent atti-
tudes toward meaning, idea, proposition. And in the main the sad
fact is, conversely, that "all this"escapes recognition precisely because
of the uncritical persistence of old notions of meaning, idea, pro-
position. A conviction persists, often acknowledged, that our sen-
tences express ideas, and express these ideas rather than those, even
when behavioral criteria can never say which. There is the stubborn
notion that we can tell intuitively which idea someone's sentence
expresses, our sentence anyway, even when the intuition is irre-
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ducible to behavioral criteria. This is why one thinks that one's
question "What did the native say?" has a right answer independent
of choices among mutually incompatible manuals of translation. In
asking "But why should all of this occasion any surprise or concern?"
Chomsky did not dismiss the point. He missed it.17
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CHAPTER 6

INDETERMINACY OF
TRANSLATION AND

UNDERDETERM I NATION
OF TH EORY

I have argued that the change from an emphasis on physicalism to an
emphasis on behaviorism in Quine's argumentation for indetermi-
nacy of translation is not a radical change, because the content of the
thesis has remained the same, and because, although it was not what
was emphasized in Quine's earliest argumentations for indeterminacy,
the behavioristic approach to meaning was there from the start, and
was what entailed indeterminacy anyway. Now, I want to add another
reason why it seems that the change of emphasis from physicalism to
behaviorism is not of consequence: in both cases, it remains the case
that indeterminacy of translation is additional to underdetermination
of theory. Quine himself points out that he has argued for the dis-
tinction between the two theses by appealing to a realistic view of
nature (physicalism), but that he does not need to. In the following
passage, he contrasts indeterminacy of translation with under-
determination of theory first by appealing to physicalism, and then
without appealing to it:

The indeterminacy of translation differs from the under-
determination of science in that there is only the natives' verbal
behavior for the manuals of translation to be right or wrong about;
no claims are laid regarding hidden neural mechanisms. If transla-
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tors disagree on the translation of a Jungle sentence but no behavior
on the part of the Jungle people could bear on the disagreement,
then there is simply no fact of the matter. In the case of natural sci-
ence, on the other hand, there is a fact of the matter, even if all
possible observations are insufficient to reveal it uniquely. The facts
of nature outrun our theories as well as all possible observations,
whereas the traditional semantics outruns the facts of language.

In thus contrasting the underdetermination of natural science
with the indeterminacy of translation I have taken a realistic view of
nature [physicalism], which indeed I hold. But I have elsewhere
drawn the contrast without the realism, in the following way. Nat-
ural science, we again assume, is underdetermined by all possible
observation. However, suppose that we have settled for one of the
many over-all theories of nature that fit all possible observation.
Translation remains indeterminate, even relative to the chosen the-
ory of nature. Thus the indeterminacy of translation is an inde-
terminacy additional to the underdetermination of nature.1

Translation remains indeterminate even under the supposition that
the underdetermination of theory does not appear, i.e., even if we fix
the theory of nature. Thus indeterminacy of translation is additional
to underdetermination of theory. This remains true even under the
supposition that the overall theory of nature is not physics. It suffices
to suppose that the overall theory of nature is fixed, i.e., that we do
not face underdetermination, to see that we still need to conclude to
indeterminacy of translation, that indeterminacy is additional to
underdetermination.

Thus, if the indeterminacy thesis derives from the fact that Quine
is a realist about the theory of physics, and because physics (and hence
reality) is irrelevant for deciding between two behaviorally equivalent
manuals, indeterminacy is additional to underdetermination. But,
even without identifying which theory of nature he adopts, even
without saying that our theory of nature is physicalistic, Quine can
maintain that indeterminacy is additional to underdetermination. For
under the supposition that this as yet unidentified and not necessarily
physicalistic theory of nature is fixed, under the supposition that we
have chosen one of the overall theories that fit all possible observa-
tion, translation remains indeterminate. Translation remains inde-
terminate even in a situation in which we do not face underdetermin-
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ation, for indeterminacy is due to an enduring trait of language, to
the nature of linguistic meaning. It is owing, explicitly, to the fact
that there are no meanings as entities. It is not owing to the degree to
which observation ^^rdetermines our theories. Even if we had
made all possible observations, and even if we had adopted a single
theory that fitted them all, translation would still be indeterminate.
For the nature of linguistic meaning remains the same. There would
still be no meanings as entities.

Underdetermination of theory is a thesis about the relation
between our theories and the evidence we have for them. It says that
many logically incompatible theories can be built on a same obser-
vational basis. Here is Gibson's formulation:

The doctrine of underdetermination of theory claims that theories
about the world transcend all possible observations of the world,
and, further, that different, competing theories can be developed on
the same observational basis. In a word, theories can be shown to be
logically incompatible with one another, yet empirically equivalent.
"This is a point on which I expect wide agreement," says Quine, "if
only because the observational criteria of theoretical terms are
commonly so flexible and fragmentary" (RIT, 179).2

Here is one of Quine's formulations:

Here, evidently, is the nature of under-determination. There is some
infinite lot of observation conditionals that we want to capture in a
finite formulation. Because of the complexity of the assortment, we
cannot produce a finite formulation that would be equivalent merely
to their infinite conjunction. Any finite formulation that will imply
them is going to have to imply also some trumped-up matter, or
stuffing, whose only service is to round out the formulation. There is
some freedom of choice of stuffing, and such is the under-deter-
mination.3

Underdetermination is thus a practical claim about what we humans
can achieve in building theories. It is an epistemological claim, a
claim about how theories are linked to observation:4 the links
between the theoretical talk and the observational talk are flexible
and fragmentary; that is to say the observational talk underdetetmines
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the theoretical talk. In other words, there is freedom in the estab-
lishment of those relations, hence underdetermination: many com-
peting theories can be built on the same observational basis.

Indeterminacy of translation is a different thesis. It is a thesis about
the nature of language: we do not have identity criteria for meanings,
thus we cannot reify meanings. There are no meanings as entities.
This thesis has nothing to do with the evidential link between
observation and theories, hence it has nothing to do with under-
determination of theories either. The claim that we have no identity
criteria for meanings is not linked to the relation between evidence
and theory. It concerns language generally, whether evidenced or not.

Indeterminacy of translation is a claim about the nature of lan-
guage beyond and above underdetermination of theory. It is not an
epistemological claim but an ontological claim. It does not intend to
dismiss our capacity to translate, or to dismiss our meaning talk. It
does not tell us that we cannot translate, but rather that when we do
translate we do not do what many philosophers have thought we are
doing, that is, we do not base our translations on the finding of
entities—meanings—that are what the translated sentences have in
common. In other words, when we do translate, we do not refer to
entities—meanings. Thus, we see, indeterminacy of translation is a
claim about what there is, or, rather what there is not: there are no
meanings as entities.

Another way to show that indeterminacy of translation is an
ontological claim is to note that translation manuals do not have an
ontology. They do not make any suppositions about the furniture of
the world. They just establish correlations between sentences. Thus,
the furniture of the world (ontology), whatever it is, cannot determine
the Tightness or wrongness of translation manuals. That, of course,
does not imply that the rightness of a single translation manual is not
factual (Quine, as we saw, says that it is only the choice among two
rival manuals that lacks factuality, and that the rightness of a single
translation manual is a matter of fact5). However, it does imply that
the rightness of a single manual is not a matter of ontology.6

In other words, we have data for translation but no entities.
Translations are based on observation of verbal behavior in obser-
vable circumstances, and not on the reference to a denominator—an
entity, the proposition or the meaning—that the sentences of the
translator's language and the sentences of the native's language would
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have in common. Translations are not based on the identification of
entities (meanings) about which translations would be right or wrong.
In other words, there is meaning but no meanings: "The point of my
conjecture [about indeterminacy] is the unseating not of meaning but
of the reification of meanings, primarily propositions. This I chal-
lenge by challenging the concept of sameness of meaning."7

On the other hand, scientific theories do have ontologies in
addition to the data on which they are built. Let's compare the dif-
ferent kind of relations manuals and theories have to ontology. In the
case of underdetermination—i.e., where we face two empirically
equivalent incompatible theories—we can suppose that one theory is
true and one theory is false even if both theories are equally war-
ranted, for there are entities to be right or wrong about, so we sup-
pose. In the case of underdetenminztion, then, the lack of
determination comes from an epistemological lack, not from a lack
of reality (entities). Indeed, underdetermination of theories derives
from the fact that "the observational criteria of theoretical terms are
commonly so flexible and fragmentary."8 In other words, the lack of
determination of theories does not result from a lack of entities about
which theories could be right or wrong, but from the fact that the
links between observational talk and theoretical talk are flexible and
fragmentary.

In the case of indeterminacy of translation, however, the lack or
rather the absence of determination is a lack of entities about which man-
uals could be right or wrong. Thus, even if there were no epistemo-
logical lacunae affecting the building of theories, even if the links
between theoretical and observational talk were strict and complete,
even if the theoretical talk was uniquely determined by the observa-
tional talk, there would still be indeterminacy of translation. There
would still be no entities for translation manuals to be right or wrong
about. When we evaluate scientific theories of the world, we can rest
assured that there are entities underlying the data, but when it comes
to the evaluation of translation manuals, we cannot thus transcend
the data, for there are no entities (meanings) underlying the data.
When it comes to translation, the data are all we have to go on. If we
transcend them and decide that one of two manuals equally in con-
formity to the data is better than the other, our decision will be based
on mere intuition, for want of meanings as entities determining
translation uniquely. On the other hand, if we claim that one of two
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incompatible empirically equivalent theories is true and the other
false, we do so on an ontological basis, on the basis of what we think
the furniture of the world is, on the basis of what objects we think
there are. Indeed we choose the theory that best reflects what we
think the world is.
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6. An idiom can be factual without having an ontology. It is the case of
ordinary language, as we have seen in Chapter 3. Translation manuals
are in the same situation. Their rightness is a matter of fact, but they do
not have an ontology.

7. Hahn and Schilpp, The Philosophy of WV. Quine, p. 728.
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CHAPTER 7

CHOMSKY'S
MISUNDERSTANDING

In the present chapter, my aim is to recall and criticize Noam
Chomsky's denial of Quine's claim that there is an asymmetry
between underdetermination of theory and indeterminacy of trans-
lation. Chomsky reads indeterminacy of translation as an epistemo-
logical claim. He sees indeterminacy of translation as a mere case of
underdetermination. In short, he finds indeterminacy uninteresting
because he thinks that it says only that the translator, like any scien-
tist, goes beyond the data. But Chomsky fails to see that Quine's
ontological point is the denial of meanings as entities. Moreover, he
reads the notion of fact of the matter as an epistemological notion.
He argues that there is no fact of the matter either to physics or to
translation, for, he says, skeptical doubts hold in both cases. He says
that both manuals and theories are underdetermined, and so both
lack a fact of the matter. Let's address Chomsky's position and its
problems in more detail.

In "Quine's Empirical Assumptions" (a chapter of Words and Objec-
tions) Chomsky takes part in the debate on whether or not there is an
asymmetry between physics and translation in regard to under-
determination and indeterminacy. He denies that indeterminacy of
translation is additional to underdetermination of theory. What I want
to show here is that Chomsky is mistaken in rejecting the idea that
there is an asymmetry between the two cases, and that the mistake is
rooted in his understanding the notion of fact of the matter as an
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epistemological notion and his reading of indeterminacy of transla-
tion as an epistemological thesis.

Chomsky does not argue that the indeterminacy thesis is false; he
simply questions its importance. He defends the idea that it is unin-
teresting in itself because it is no different from underdetermination
of theories:

There can be surely be no doubt that Quine's statement about ana-
lytical hypotheses is true, though the question arises why it is
important. It is, to be sure, undeniable that if a system of "analytical
hypotheses" goes beyond evidence then it is possible to conceive alter-
natives compatible with the evidence, just as in the case of Quine's
"genuine hypotheses" about stimulus-meanings and truth-func-
tional connectives. Thus the situation in the case of language, or
"common sense knowledge", is, in this respect, no different from the
case of physics.1 (Emphasis added)

Thus, for Chomsky, physics and translation are on a par. He con-
cludes that neither translation nor physics has a fact of the matter.

Interpreted in an epistemological context, as a claim about the pos-
sibility of developing linguistic theory, Quine's thesis is simply a
version of familiar sceptical arguments which can be applied as well
to physics, to the problem of veridical perception or, for that matter,
to his "genuine hypotheses". It is quite certain that serious hypoth-
eses concerning a native speaker's knowledge of English, or con-
cerning the essential properties of human language—the innate
schematism that determines what counts as linguistic data and what
intellectual structures are developed on the basis of these data—will
"go beyond the evidence". If they did not, they would be without
interest. Since they go beyond mere summary of data, it will be the
case that there are competing assumptions consistent with the data.
But why should all of this occasion any surprise or concern?2

It thus seems that Chomsky concludes there is no fact of the matter
either to physics or to translation simply on the grounds that manuals
and theories are both underdetermined by evidence, that both go
beyond the evidence. This, as we shall see, is a mistake. Gibson can
lead us to the correct analysis:
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Follesdal shares with Rorty (and Chomsky) the mistaken notion that
Quine is using the expression "fact of the matter" in some metho-
dological (i.e., epistemological) sense. But this is erroneous; Quine's
understanding of this term is decidedly naturalistic andphysicalistic.
When Quine says that there is a fact of the matter to physics and no
fact of the matter to translation, he is talking about physical facts,
and he is talking from within an already accepted naturalistic-phy-
sicalistic theory.3

In order to discuss Gibson's rebuttal of Chomsky's reading, let me
review how Gibson describes Quine's naturalism in Enlightened
Empiricism. "Naturalism" has two usages, a negative one, and an
affirmative one. In its negative usage, "naturalism" means the denial of
a first philosophy, i.e., of traditional epistemology. This means the
denial of the possibility of finding outside science the norms or
truths that justify science. Quine's naturalism in its negative sense
thus amounts to the claim that the project of founding science on a
class of non-scientific truths is doomed to failure. Quine's argument
for this claim is based on his holism, that is, the idea that many of the
sentences of our scientific theories do not have their own unique
empirical content.

If holism is true, then traditional rationalist philosophers who
want to deduce all scientific truths from non-scientific a priori truths
and norms must abandon their project. Indeed if holism is true, all
we have access to is the empirical content of theories taken as wholes:
it is impossible to differentiate between analytic (or other kinds of a
priori) sentences and synthetic sentences. But empiricists who have
defended a traditional epistemology must also abandon their project
of a deduction or rational reconstruction of scientific discourse from
certain a posteriori non-scientific truths and norms. On the doctrinal
(justificatory) side of epistemology, the project of deducing scientific
knowledge from immediate experience has been abandoned since
Hume—even if we could couch scientific discourse in terms of
observation alone, the problem of induction would remain entirely:
"[t]he most modest of generalizations about observable traits will
cover more cases than its utterer can have had occasion actually to
observe."4 On the conceptual side of epistemology, however, empiri-
cists like Carnap still wanted to attempt a rational reconstruction of
scientific discourse in terms of observation, logic, and set theory, for
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at least, so they thought, scientific discourse would thereby gain in
clarity. It would become as clear as the language of observation, logic,
and set theory. Now, it is here that holism affects the empiricists'
traditional epistemology. Indeed, if we add to holism a verificationist
theory of meaning, we have to conclude that not only do many
sentences fail to find their own unique empirical evidence, they do
not even have their own unique meaning. Thus, theories must be
taken as wholes. They cannot be translated sentence by sentence into
the language of observation, logic, and set theory. Holism, we then
see, informs Quine's argument for naturalism understood in its
negative sense, i.e., as the denial of traditional epistemology.

But Quine has also used "naturalism" in an affirmative senses—to
mean scientism. Scientism, for Quine, amounts to the claim that it is
acceptable (not viciously circular) for epistemologists to use the
findings of science to justify science. This time, Quine's argument is
rooted in his realism, which he understands thus: "the robust state of
mind of the natural scientist who has never felt any qualms beyond
the negotiable uncertainties internal to science."5 Whether we want to
justify or criticize science, we are working within the framework of a
scientific theory that we are taking seriously, that we are using to
identify and describe reality. Thus, if Quine's realism is adopted, the
new epistemologist's use of scientific findings to justify science is
legitimate, for Quine's realism involves the acknowledgment that
even skeptical challenges presuppose science itself. Skeptical doubts
are themselves scientific doubts. Quine's point here is not to say that
the skeptic's appeal to science is illegitimate, but rather that both the
skeptic and the epistemologist need to make use of science.

Thus, Quine's holism serves to defend the negative usage of "nat-
uralism" by helping to show that we must abandon the project of
trying to find the foundations of science from a position of exile
outside of scientific discourse. We always work within the framework
of a scientific theory. Quine's realism, on the other hand, serves to
establish the second, affirmative, usage of "naturalism," that is, the
confidence in science (scientism). In addition to the acknowl-
edgement that we always work within the framework of a particular
theory, there is the acknowledgement that we take this theory ser-
iously: it is within this theory that reality is identified and described.6

Now, in criticizing Chomsky's epistemological reading of Quine,
Gibson cannot mean that Chomsky ignores Quine's naturalism alto-
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gether. Indeed, Chomsky sees well the first and negative aspect of
naturalism: he acknowledges the denial of a cosmic exile, he
acknowledges that we always work within the framework of a parti-
cular theory. In fact, as the next quotation shows, Chomsky insists on
this negative aspect of naturalism in his denial of the asymmetry
between physics and translation. Indeed, Chomsky thinks that
translation and physics are on a par because both the translator and
the physicist work within a tentative theory of the world:

What about the assumption that although in physics we may work
within the framework of a tentative theory, in studying language (or
learning language, or translating, or interpreting what we hear), this
is not possible,7 since it is impermissible to make general statements
about language, or, more generally, about our "common sense
theories", and since innate properties of the mind can impose no
conditions on language and theories? . . . It is difficult to see why
this dogma should be taken more seriously than any other.8

We see that Chomsky does not deny Quine's naturalism altogether.
He puts translation and physics on a par precisely because he wants to
acknowledge the first aspect of naturalism: he insists on the fact that
the translator is working within a theory of the world, just as the
physicist is.

However, when he denies to physics a fact of the matter Chomsky
shows that he misses the second, positive, aspect of Quine's nat-
uralism. He misses the fact that Quine's naturalism is a species of
realism, that it involves the idea that our experiences of nature are
experiences of the real. In other words, Chomsky misses the fact that
Quine's naturalism involves not only the assumption that we are
always working within the framework of a particular theory, but also
that it is within this theory that reality is identified and described
(scientism). We consider the ontology of this theory as the actual
furniture of the world. Thus what Chomsky has failed to acknowl-
edge in denying a fact of the matter to physics is that Quine's nat-
uralism involves the idea that the theory within which one is working
fixes the fact of the matter, fixes the ontology of the moment. This
mistake on Chomsky's part is a major one for, according to Quine, it
is precisely in regard to the fixed ontology that translation is left
indeterminate, whereas physics is not.
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So, interpreting Gibson's critique of Chomsky, we can conclude
that Chomsky misses one aspect of Quine's naturalism. He misses its
ontological commitment, and thus wrongly takes the issue before
him to be epistemological. This mistake takes different forms in
Chomsky's commentary. We have just seen that he denies a fact of the
matter to both physics and translation on the grounds that manuals
and theories are both underdetermined by evidence. This is surely an
illustration of Chomsky's epistemological take on the issue. There are
other important illustrations of it, however, such as in the passage
cited earlier where Chomsky attributes to Quine "the assumption that
although in physics we may work within the framework of a tentative
theory, in studying language (or learning language, or translating, or
interpreting what we hear), this is not possible."9 Here Chomsky
accuses Quine of relying on the assumption that the physicist is
working within the framework of a theory whereas this is not the case
for the translator. In other words, Chomsky thinks that in order to
defend the asymmetry Quine relies on the idea that the physicist and
the translator do not have the same epistemological resources. In so
saying Chomsky is not only mistakenly placing the debate in the
epistemological arena, he is also saying something plainly false:
Quine does not deny that the translator also works within the fra-
mework of a theory of nature. The following extract from Quine's
reply to Chomsky demonstrates this:

Though linguistics is of course a part of the theory of nature, the
indeterminacy of translation is not just inherited as a special case of
the under-determination of our theory of nature. It is parallel but
additional. Thus, adopt for now my fully realistic attitude toward
electrons and muons and curved space-time, thus falling in with the
current theory of the world despite knowing that it is in principle
methodologically under-determined. Consider, from this realistic
point of view, the totality of truths of nature, known and unknown,
observable and unobservable, past and future. The point about
indeterminacy of translation is that it withstands even all this truth,
the whole truth about nature.10

So Quine does not want to deny that the translator works within a
theory of nature; indeed he says: "linguistics is of course a part of the
theory of nature." He says that the translator does work within our
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theory of nature, but that this theory is not an ultimate parameter for
his translation enterprise. Indeed, he stresses that if the translator
faces an indeterminacy additional to underdetermination of theory, it
is because theory is an ultimate parameter in physics, whereas it is not
an ultimate parameter in translation: "Where then does the parallel
fail? Essentially in this: theory in physics is an ultimate parameter."11

Why is the theory of nature—ontology—an ultimate parameter for
the physicist but not for the translator? As we saw in Chapter 6, there
are no objects behind the translator's data whereas there are objects
behind the physicist's data. Ontology is indifferent to the choice
between behaviorally equivalent translation manuals, but not to the
choice between empirically equivalent theories. Thus even if, just as the
physicist does, the translator works within the framework of a theory
of nature, the ontology of this theory cannot decide between trans-
lation manuals that are equivalent in regard to the data.

So Chomsky is wrong in thinking that Quine does not provide the
translator with the framework of a theory of nature, and he is wrong
in thus situating the debate in the epistemological arena, in thus
claiming that Quine does not provide both the translator and the
physicist with the same epistemological resources. In the same spirit,
Chomsky supposes that Quine needs to assume that the translator's
mind is not endowed with the same properties as that of the physicist:
"The particular assumptions that Quine makes about the mental pro-
cesses and structure that provide the basis for human language learning
are quite unwarranted, and have no special status among the many
assumptions that can be imagined"12 (emphasis added). Once again
Chomsky seems to think that Quine has to suppose that the translator
suffers from a lack of epistemological resources, and, in the present
case, of mental resources. We saw that it is rather an ontological lack
(no meanings as entities) that Quine points out in the translator's
situation. Moreover, as we have seen in Chapters 4 and 5, Quine relies
on behavioristic assumptions, not mentalistic ones.

Still in the same spirit, here is another illustration of Chomsky's
epistemological reading of the issue:

To understand the thesis [of indeterminacy] clearly it is necessary to
bear in mind that Quine distinguishes sharply between the con-
struction of analytical hypotheses on the basis of data and the pos-
tulation of "stimulus meanings of observation sentences" on the
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basis of data. The latter, he states, involves only uncertainty of the
"normal inductive" kind. . . . The same is true, apparently, about the
inductive inference involved in translation (similarly, "learning" and
understanding) of sentences containing truth-functional con-
nectives. In these cases, induction leads us to "genuine hypotheses",
which are to be sharply distinguished from the "analytical hypoth-
eses" to which reference is made in the discussion of indeterminacy
of translation. Hence Quine has in mind a distinction between
"normal induction", which involves no serious epistemological
problem, and "hypothesis formation" or "theory construction",
which does involve such a problem. Such a distinction can no doubt
be made; its point, however, is less than obvious. It is not clear what
Quine is presupposing when he passes over the "normal uncertainty
of induction" as within the range of radical translation. ... It would
then be necessary for him to justify the empirical assumption that the mind is
natively endowed with the properties that permit "normal induction" to "genuine
hypotheses", but not "theory construction "with some perhaps narrowly constrained
class of "analyticalhypotheses"}7* (Emphasis added)

According to Chomsky, Quine's indeterminacy thesis relies on a
distinction between two radically different kinds of hypotheses, a
distinction for which he provides no empirical evidence. It is true
that Quine provides no empirical evidence for the distinction; he
does, however, provide arguments. More precisely, he provides his
behavioristic view of linguistic meaning.14 We saw in Chapters 4 and
5 that this approach to meaning leads Quine to the conclusion that
there are no meanings as entities. It is because of this ontological
vacuum that Quine thinks the translator frames a radically different
kind of hypothesis: analytical hypotheses are not genuine hypoth-
eses, not because of an epistemological lack in the translator's mind,
but because there are no entities for those hypotheses to be right or
wrong about, contrary to what is the case with the physicist's
hypotheses. Thus, in contrast to what Chomsky claims, Quine is
justified when he distinguishes two kinds of hypotheses and thus sees
in translation an indeterminacy additional to underdetermination of
theory.

A final illustration of Chomsky's epistemological reading of the
issue may be found in the following passage:
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Interpreted in a psychological context, then, Quine's thesis of inde-
terminacy of translation amounts to an implausible and quite
unsubstantiated empirical claim about what the mind brings to the problem
of acquisition of language (or of knowledge in general) as an innate
property. This claim seems to me of only historical interest. Inter-
preted in an epistemological context, as a claim about the possibility
of developing linguistic theory, Quine's thesis is simply a version of
familiar sceptical arguments which can be applied as well to physics, to
the problem of veridical perception, or, for that matter, to his "gen-
uine hypotheses".15 (Emphasis added)

If this is what Chomsky thinks the indeterminacy of translation
amounts to, we must remind him of Quine's arguments for the
asymmetry. There are entities for the physicist to suppose lie behind
his data whereas there are no entities for the translator to suppose lie
behind his data. Such is the translator's situation, for there is no
reality without entities (objects), no entities without identity, and the
fact is that we do not have identity criteria for meanings. This is to be
understood, as we saw, in the context of Quine's behavioristic
approach to meaning. Acknowledging that context, we can respond
to Chomsky by pointing out that Quine's claim is not "an implausible
and quite unsubstantiated empirical claim about what the mind
brings to the problem of acquisition of language" since it is backed up
by arguments, and anyway is not even about the mind's contribution
to the problem of acquisition of language. It is not even an episte-
mological claim. Neither is the claim "a version of familiar sceptical
arguments," for, again, Quine's point is not to express doubts about
our cognitive power, but about what there is: There are no meanings
as entities.

It is ironic that Chomsky reproaches Quine for providing no
empirical evidence for an indeterminacy additional to under-
determination of theory. For it is precisely because Quine sticks to a
strictly empiricist approach to language that he adopts a behavioristic
view of meaning, and thus concludes to his thesis of the indetermi-
nacy of translation. Indeed, Quine's point is precisely that if we
approach language and meaning from a purely empirical point of
view, we will never be justified in reifying meanings, or to supposing
meanings as entities.

To sum up: Chomsky supposes that indeterminacy of translation
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derives from such epistemic facts as that analytical hypotheses go
beyond the data, or that the translator does not work within the
framework of a theory of nature. He suggests that indeterminacy of
translation is either a claim about the mind's contribution to the
problem of language learning or a version of familiar skeptical
arguments. But he fails to see that indeterminacy of translation comes
from a lack of reality. It is this failure that leads him to miss the
asymmetry between indeterminacy of translation and under-
determination of theory. Gibson is thus right in tracing Chomsky's
error to his epistemological conception of the issue.
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CHAPTER 8

RORTY'S
MISUNDERSTANDING

Quine defends the idea that anyone who thinks indeterminacy of
translation is just an inherited special case of the underdetermination
of theory—and thereby fails to recognize it as additional—must still
be in the grip of the old notions of meanings, propositional attitudes,
and the like. Rorty says that this claim is neither clear nor backed by
arguments. I think that Rorty is wrong in denying the asymmetry
between physics and translation, and that his major mistakes are those
that Chomsky makes too; namely, reading indeterminacy of transla-
tion as an epistemological thesis and reading the notion of fact of the
matter as an epistemological notion. In the present chapter, I provide
several illustrations of Rorty's epistemological misreading.

The first and most obvious illustration may be found in Rorty's
explicit exposition of what he takes to be the notion of fact of the
matter: "What more does it take for there to be a 'fact of the matter'
than a rational procedure for reaching agreement about what to
assert?"1 In the same vein, a second illustration lies in Rorty's explicit
reference to methodology when he talks of fixing translation or
synonymy: "[I]f we narrow down the sense of 'the methodology of
analytical hypotheses' 'to those "canons" by which we in fact choose
between otherwise "tied" manuals', then it is not at all clear that
'synonymous' remains indefinable."2 Thus, according to Rorty, Quine
provides the translator with enough tools to choose between rival
translation manuals and to define synonymy. In other words, for
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Rorty, people do establish synonymy relations, and when asked to
justify them they will appeal to the method they have employed to
arrive at their result. Rorty says: "[w]hen pressed for reasons, they will
cite the usual behavioral facts and the sort of things which Quine
calls the 'canons' of linguistics."3 Thus, Rorty thinks that synonymy
can be defined by reference to people's practices (presumably
including those of the linguist), and thus that "the methodology of
analytical hypotheses'Vc&f endow "'same meaning with a sense'4

The problem here is that indeterminacy of translation cannot be
reduced or eliminated, synonymy cannot be established, by any
reinterpretation of the method of analytical hypotheses, for, as we
saw in the previous chapters, the absence of determination of the
choice between behaviorally equivalent translation manuals is the
absence not of a rational procedure to reach agreement but of rele-
vant entities. The choice between behaviorally equivalent translation
manuals is indeterminate, for there is no underlying reality to deter-
mine it.

A third illustration of Rorty's epistemological reading is the claim
that, of course, the aforementioned rehabilitation of "same meaning"
implies that we talk of an ordinary meaning of "meanings" and of
"same meanings" and not of "meaning as conceived by certain lin-
guistic philosophers". Thus, according to Rorty, Quine can make
sense of "meaning the same" by reference to the methodology of
analytical hypotheses if he grants the distinction between an ordinary
meaning of "meanings" and a philosophical meaning of "meanings".
And Rorty thinks that Quine does grant that distinction:

[T]he only sort of meaning which Quine wants to say does not exist
is "meaning as conceived by certain linguistic philosophers". In the
"vegetarian" sense in which talking about "same meanings" is just
shorthand for talking about the currently accepted translations,
Quine does not want to deny that there are meanings any more than
he wants to deny that there are translations.5 (Emphasis added)

Meanings (in the non-explanatory, vegetarian, [ordinary] sense) are
as primordial a "posit" (to use another Quinean term) as are physical
objects. The meaning of the foreign locution is what the bilingual
knows and we don't, and doubtless men have talked about meanings
as long as there have been bilinguals. The thought that we know what
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we mean, even if the witless barbarian does not, is doubtless equally
old.6 (Emphasis added)

Here Rorty betrays that he has missed the ontological point of Qui-
ne's indeterminacy thesis when he says that Quine does not want to
deny meanings What Quine does not want to deny, as we saw in the
previous chapters, is the possibility of meaning talk and of transla-
tion. However, for sure, Quine wants to deny that there are mean-
ings—of any sort, ordinary or philosophical—for he denies the
individuation of meanings, he denies that we have identity criteria for
meanings. This ontological point is the whole point of the thesis, as
we saw in Chapters 4 and 5. To quote the relevant passage once again:

[T]he indeterminacy of translation was always a conjecture, albeit a
plausible one. It is a dismissal neither of translation nor of meaning.
I have questioned the reification of meanings, plural, as abstract
entities, and this not on the score of their abstractness, but of their
individuation; for there is no entity without identity. Seeing mean-
ing as vested primarily in the sentence and only derivatively in the
word, I sought in vain an operational line on sameness of sentential
meaning by reflecting on the radical translation of sentences.7

Fourth, Rorty thinks that Quine's defense of the asymmetry must be
referring to the fact that what we know intuitively, those ordinary
meanings, does not seem the kind of thing about which there could
be alternative theories. Whence Rorty's interpretation of Quine's
claim:

The "parallel but additional" indeterminacy which according to thesis (3) afflicts
translation is not an extra, second, indeterminacy, piled on top of the usual
underdetermination of our theory of nature", but is simply a matter of this latter
underdetermination turning up where we did not expect to find it.8 (Emphasis
Rorty's)

Of course this reading of the asymmetry is wrong. Let's recall quickly
the distinction between the two theses developed in Chapter 6.

Lfe/tfrdetermination of theory is the following doctrine: even if we
had made all possible observations, logically incompatible theories
could be built on the basis of those observations, for the links
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between theoretical talk and observational talk are flexible and frag-
mentary. We are active and creative in the production of our theories;
theories are not mere mirrors of the world. We need to do a certain
amount of "stuffing" in building theories on the basis of observation.
Underdetermination expresses the epistemological lack or slack
between observation and theory that necessitates this stuffing. In the
case of indeterminacy of translation, however, the lack of determi-
nation is the lack of a kind of entity—meanings. We saw that the
indeterminacy of translation thesis is a point against the reification of
meanings. Thus even if there were no underdetermination of theory,
even if the links between the theoretical and the observational were
strict and complete, there would still be indeterminacy of translation.
That is to say, there would still be no entities about which translation
manuals could be right or wrong. We see then that indeterminacy of
translation is not simply underdetermination of theory turning up
where we did not expect it, as Rorty claims. It is additional.

Rorty's premises are, first, that Quine does not deny meanings in
an ordinary sense of meanings, and second, that he can define "mean
the same" by reference to the methodology of analytical hypotheses.
These premises already indicate Rorty's epistemological reading, and
they are wrong. They thus offer no support for Rorty's conclusion
about the asymmetry between physics and translation—his view that
indeterminacy of translation is in fact underdetermination of theory
turning up where we did not expect it. Moreover, as we just saw, this
conclusion taken on its own is radically incompatible with what
Quine has written on both theses, namely that underdetermination
of theory is an epistemological claim whereas indeterminacy of
translation is an ontological claim.

Rorty acknowledges that some passages in Quine's work resist his
interpretation. He cites Quine's reply to Chomsky, which we looked at
in the previous chapter:

Thus, adopt for now my fully realistic attitude toward electrons and
muons and curved space-time, thus falling in with the current the-
ory of the world despite knowing that it is in principle methodolo-
gically under-determined. Consider, from this realistic point of
view, the totality of truths of nature, known and unknown, obser-
vable and unobservable, past and future. The point about inde-
terminacy of translation is that it withstands even this truth, the
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whole truth about nature. This is what I mean by saying that, where
indeterminacy of translation applies, there is no real question of
right choice; there is no fact of the matter even to within the
acknowledged under-determination of a theory of nature.9

Rorty makes two attempts at interpreting this passage, and manages
to conclude that, after all, there is no way of reading it that is actually
problematic for his own position. The first attempt is the following:

At first reading, this may seem to say simply that if you knew all
about the elementary particles you would still have a free choice
between "tied" translation manuals. So you would, but you would
have the same choice between "tied" chemical and biological the-
ories. There is nothing special about the case of linguistics. All that
falling in with the current theory of physics does is to let you turn
your back on "tied" theories of the ultimate constituents of matter.10

Here Rorty overestimates the scope of Quine's physicalism. Physical-
ism must be taken as a mere example. Quine says: "adopter now my
fully realistic attitude" (emphasis added). His point is not that "if you
knew all about the elementary particles you would still have a free
choice between 'tied' translation manuals," but rather that no ontol-
ogy that you could adopt would help in choosing between "tied"
translation manuals, for ontology is simply irrelevant to the choice
between them. Nature does not favor one manual over the other. In
other words, Quine's defense of the idea that indeterminacy of
translation is additional to underdetermination of theory does not
rest on his physicalism, for his point is not that there are no physical
objects determining the choice between behaviorally equivalent
translation manuals, but that there are no objects at all determining
that choice. Quine says: "Where then does the parallel fail? Essen-
tially in this: theory [ontology] in physics is an ultimate parameter."11

The parallel fails because theory—ontology—is an ultimate para-
meter for physics but not for translation.

Rorty's second attempt at interpretation of Quine's reply to
Chomsky is as follows:

As a last attempt at interpreting this passage, we might take the fol-
lowing line: there are no truths about meaning in the "totality of

8 7
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truths of nature" because there is no such thing as meaning (just as
there are no truths about witches because there are no witches). This
will not help, for the only sort of meaning which Quine wants to say
does not exist is "meaning as conceived by certain linguistic philo-
sophers". In the "vegetarian" sense in which talking about "same
meanings" is just shorthand for talking about the currently accepted
translations, Quine does not want to deny that there are meanings
any more than he wants to deny that there are translations.12

(Emphasis added)

But this second interpretation will not do either. Here we can reply to
Rorty as we did above: pointing out that Quine wants precisely to
deny that there are meanings of any sort, philosophical or vegetarian,
for what he denies is the individuation of meanings. To thus recall
that Quine does not deny meaning but the individuation of mean-
ings indeed helps in reading Quine's reply to Chomsky. For the reply
comes to this: if there are no truths about meanings in the "totality of
truths of nature," it is because there are no such things as meanings,
in the first place. Thus Rorty's dismissal of the passage that is pro-
blematic for his interpretation is not warranted.

After having defended his own reading of the issue, Rorty argues
against Quine's. As does Chomsky, Rorty says that Quine's defense of
the asymmetry between physics and translation relies on a canon—law
distinction:

In the case of the linguists' canons Quine seems to treat unverifia-
bility (unimaginability of revision) as signalling absence of truth-
value. But if he is going to do this, he should do it across the board. If
he does, plenty of physics, chemistry, and philosophy will turn out to
be devoid of truth-value.13

In other words, Rorty asks (as does Chomsky) how Quine can dis-
tinguish substantive laws from canons given that he denies the ana-
lytic/synthetic distinction. As we know, Quine rejects the idea that it
is because we fail to imagine how we could come to give up a widely
shared belief that we must conclude to a new kind of truth (truth by
virtue of meaning). The same sort of argument that Quine uses
against the analytic/synthetic distinction can be used, Rorty says,
against a canon—law distinction. For Rorty, unimaginability of revi-
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sion is not a ground for such a distinction, just as it is not a ground
for the distinction between different kinds of truth (analytic/syn-
thetic).

Rorty is right in supposing that unimaginability of revision cannot
serve as a basis for a canon—law distinction, but he is mistaken in
thinking that Quine relies on unimaginability of revision to defend
such a distinction. Rather, Quine relies on the fact that there is no
object for the analytical hypotheses to be right or wrong about: "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 'Gava-
gai', an objective matter to be right or wrong about."14 Thus while
Rorty is right in saying that unimaginability of revision does not
ground a canon—law distinction, he is wrong in saying that Quine
asserts the contrary. Quine does not rely on such an epistemological
lacuna to distinguish analytical hypotheses from genuine hypotheses;
he does not base his distinction on the fact that we cannot imagine
how to revise our analytical hypotheses, but on the fact that there is
nothing for them to be right or wrong about.

Finally, Rorty concludes with the following remark:

If my argument is sound, the dilemma facing Quine is this: he
should either give up the notion of "objective matter of fact" all
along the line, or reinstate it in linguistics. On the first alternative, he
can say that the notion of "being about the world" which the posi-
tivists used to explicate both "analytic" and "meaningless" was as
empty as these latter notions themselves, and cannot survive in their
absence. On the second alternative, he can say that the linguists
discover "substantive laws" just as the chemists do, remarking merely
that these discoveries are likely to hold few surprises.15

This dilemma shows that Rorty misses the fact that Quine's notion of
fact of the matter is ontological, and must be understood in light of
his robust realism. Quine cannot do as the first branch of Rorty's
dilemma suggests. He cannot give up the notion of fact of the matter
all along the line, for he is a realist. As a realist, Quine takes our
experiences of nature as experiences of the real. He thinks that facts
of the matter are constitutive of reality. It is also because of this rea-
lism that Quine cannot do as the second branch of Rorty's dilemma
suggests, i.e., reinstate the notion of fact of the matter for the trans-
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lator, for there is simply no reality of meanings: there are no mean-
ings as entities that the translator can take as constitutive of reality, no
meanings about which he can be a realist.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, let me compare Rorty's and Chomsky's positions. They
are both, as has been said, examples of an epistemological reading of
the issue. But even if both authors reject the asymmetry, they arrive at
different conclusions: Chomsky thinks there is no fact of the matter
to either physics or translation, while Rorty thinks there is to both.16

Both Rorty and Chomsky read indeterminacy of translation as an
epistemological claim, seeing it as a mere case of underdetermination.
As we saw in the previous chapter, Chomsky finds indeterminacy
uninteresting because he thinks that it says only that the translator, as
does any scientist, goes beyond the data. Rorty thinks that inde-
terminacy of translation is only surprising. He thinks that the only
asymmetry between underdetermination and indeterminacy of trans-
lation is that the latter turns up where we did not expect it. Moreover,
both Chomsky and Rorty fail to see that Quine's ontological point is
the denial of meanings as entities.

Both read the notion of fact of the matter as an epistemological
notion. Rorty argues that there is a fact of the matter to both physics
and translation on the grounds that there is a rational procedure to
reach agreement in both cases. Chomsky argues that there is no fact
of the matter to either one, for, he believes, skeptical doubts hold in
both cases. On the grounds that both manuals and theories are
underdetermined, he believes that both lack of a fact of the matter.

Rorty and Chomsky dwell on Quine's empiricism and are thus led
to take an epistemological stance in addressing the asymmetry
between underdetermination of theory and indeterminacy of trans-
lation. For his part, Quine relies rather on his naturalistic physical-
ism, which is ontological. A naturalist is a species of robust realist,
one who accepts our experiences of nature as experiences of the real.
A physicalist accepts the natural world as physicists characterize it. An
empiricist believes that the only evidence there can be for anything,
hence the only basis for holding any belief, lies in experience. For one
who, like Quine, is an empiricist, a naturalist, and a physicalist all at
once, nature is the realm of facts, physics determines what nature
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actually consists in, and the empirical sets the limits to what reasons
we can legitimately have for accepting the physicists' account of nat-
ure. The important lacuna in Rorty's and Chomsky's views of Quine
is thus naturalism—Quine's robust realism. Without it, Quine's phy-
sicalism would be no more than a conjecture as to why our experience
is as it is, and ontology would be little more than a corollary to
epistemology, whence Rorty's and Chomsky's epistemological read-
ings of Quine. But when the naturalism is taken into account, facts of
the matter cease to be conjectural, are constitutive of reality, and
stand as that-by-dint-of-the-existence-of-which true statements are
true.
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CHAPTER 9

F R I E D M A N ' S
MISUNDERSTANDING

Friedman believes there are problems with Quine's claim that there is
an asymmetry between underdetermination of theory of physics and
indeterminacy of translation manuals:

I . . . argue that Quine has not provided us with a reason for thinking
that translation theory is undetermined (in the relevant sense) by the
totality of physical facts. Quine has not provided us with a reason for
thinking that linguistic theory is different from any other higher-
level theory—like chemistry or biology—in this respect. In short, I
try to show that one can accept Quine's physicalism without
accepting the indeterminacy thesis.1

Friedman believes that Quine has not provided arguments for the
asymmetry. What I want to show in the present chapter is that
Friedman is wrong in this belief, and wrong, as were Chomsky and
Rorty, in denying the asymmetry. However, Friedman's mistake is not
the same as Rorty's and Chomsky's, i.e., is not rooted in an episte-
mological reading of the notion of fact of the matter. Friedman
understands that the issue is ontological,2 but still he misses the fact
that Quine's point in proposing the indeterminacy of translation
thesis is to argue against the reification of meanings. This mistake
takes two forms in Friedman's article. First, Friedman claims that
Quine's point is to propose the irreducibility of linguistics and
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translation theory to physics. Second, he claims that, for Quine,
indeterminacy of translation amounts to an inexplicability of lin-
guistic facts by physical facts. Let's take the two cases in turn.

First, the idea that indeterminacy of translation means the irredu-
cibility of translation to physical facts. Friedman writes:

So from now on I will interpret "physical determination"as "weak or
strong reduction" and interpret physicalism as the doctrine that all
"respectable" predicates and theories must be weakly or strongly
reducible to physics. Quine's complaint against linguistics and
translation theory, then, is that they—unlike other higher-level
theories—fail to be (strongly or weakly) reducible to physics.3

Friedman rejects the asymmetry between theories of physics and
translation manuals because he thinks that translation might well be
physically determined by (reduced to) physics, or, at least, that we
have no evidence to the contrary:

If Quine is to make a convincing case for indeterminacy, he must
give us some reason to think that such non-behavioral facts [facts
relating our uses of words to our internal (physiological) states, facts
relating our uses of words to external physical objects] are not rele-
vant to reducing translation theory and that, consequently, since
behavioral facts do not suffice to determine translation, nothing
does.4

Friedman thinks that non-behavioral facts might determine transla-
tion. Given his definition of physical determination, this means that
translation could be reduced to physics. Friedman is right in thinking
that the issue before him is ontological, but he is wrong in reading
indeterminacy of translation as entailing irreducibility to physics. We
have seen that Quine's ontological point with indeterminacy of
translation is that there are no meanings as entities, that there is no
individuation or reification of meanings; it is not that linguistic facts
are irreducible to physical facts. Moreover, it is a mistake on Fried-
man's part to focus on Quine's physicalism in discussing indetermi-
nacy of translation, for physicalism is in fact irrelevant to Quine's
argumentation for indeterminacy of translation, as we saw in Chapter
4. Worse than that, the physicalism that Friedman invokes is not even
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Quine's. Indeed, we saw in Chapter 2 that Quine's physicalism does
not involve any form of reductionism.

Second, Friedman also says that Quine's point in the indetermi-
nacy of translation thesis is to claim the inexplicability of linguistic
facts by physical facts:5

And even if non-behavioral factors do vary arbitrarily,6 it doesn't
follow that they can't be relevant to explaining linguistic behavior
and physically determining linguistic theory.

Thus, it seems to me that the central issue underlying the debate
over whether there is a fact of the matter about translation is an
empirical one—it is not something that can be settled by philoso-
phical argument. The issue is whether there are non-behavioral facts
which are sufficient to (weakly or strongly) reduce linguistics and
translation theory to physical science. At best, therefore, what Quine
is doing is betting on the future course of science. Quine is betting
that science will not uncover such facts and that consequently only
behavioral facts will prove explanatorily relevant. Quine's opponents
are betting that science will uncover such facts.7 (Emphasis added)

There is, in this passage, another mistake on Friedman's part. Inde-
terminacy of translation does not claim the inexplicability of lin-
guistic behavior by physical factuality (or by any other non-behavioral
factuality). Indeterminacy of translation is, as we have seen, a claim
against the reification of meanings.

I think that the source of Friedman's mistakes lies in his misread-
ing of the role played by behaviorism in Quine's treatment of inde-
terminacy of translation. Friedman rightly identifies behaviorism as
the core of Quine's argumentation for indeterminacy of translation,
but he wrongly thinks that Quine's behaviorism is intended to defend
the irreducibility of linguistic facts to physical facts or the inexplic-
ability of linguistic facts in terms of physical facts. Again, let's take
both cases in turn.

First, Friedman seems to think that Quine's behaviorism claims
that linguistic facts are reduced to or determined by behavioral facts.
Friedman draws no distinction between reduction to and determi-
nation by such facts. "[T] he fact that we learn language on the basis of
observable behavior gives us no reason to think that all linguistic
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facts must be epistemically (or ontologically) determined by facts about
behavior."8 We saw in Chapter 5 how Quine's behaviorism does not
assert that linguistic facts are determined by or reduced to behavioral
facts. It simply asserts that linguistic facts are behavioral facts. More-
over Quine's behaviorism does not deny that linguistic (behavioral)
facts might be determined by or reduced to physical facts. In fact it
remains silent about both reductionism and determinism. Behavior-
ism provides the data for semantics. It tells the linguist who studies
meaning where to start. It tells him where meaning is.

Friedman also seems to think that Quine's behaviorism claims that
linguistic facts are explained by behavioral facts: "Quine is betting that
science will not uncover such [non-behavioral] facts and that conse-
quently only behavioral facts will prove explanatorily relevant"9
(emphasis added). But, as we saw in Chapter 5, Quine's behaviorism
does not intend to provide an explanation. On the explanatory side it
welcomes genetics and neurophysiology. As we saw, it simply tells
what the data for semantics are.

CONCLUSION

Thus, while Friedman rightly takes the issue before him to be
ontological,10 he wrongly thinks that the indeterminacy of transla-
tion thesis claims an irreducibility of linguistic facts to physical facts
or an inexplicability of linguistic facts by physical facts. Indetermi-
nacy is, rather, a claim against the reification of meanings. Friedman
rightly thinks that in the attempt to explain linguistic behavior, non-
behavioral facts are relevant, but he is wrong in thinking that
Quine's behaviorism serves to deny that. When it comes to explana-
tion Quine welcomes genetics and neurophysiology. Quine's be-
haviorism does not say that the causes of linguistic behaviors are not
to be found in the physical. It says that the only data for semantics are
observable behaviors in observable circumstances.

With indeterminacy of translation, Quine addresses neither deter-
minism, nor reductionism, nor explanation. On the other hand,
Friedman is interested in those topics, and he associates them with
the issue of indeterminacy of translation. I think this is why he can-
not see that there is an asymmetry between underdetermination of
theory and indeterminacy of translation. Indeed, Friedman reads
"indeterminacy" as indicating a lack of cause or a lack of causal
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explanation. Being guided by this take on the term "indeterminacy"
Friedman rightly remarks that there are no reasons to think that
linguistic facts could not have physical causes and hence a causal
explanation. However, Quine's indeterminacy thesis denies none of
that. Quine's use of "indeterminacy" indicates that we lack identity
criteria and so lack individuation of meanings, but not that we lack
causes or lack causal explanations. Friedman's mistaken take on the
term "indeterminacy" is probably due to his overestimation of the
import of Quine's physicalism for his position on indeterminacy of
translation. As we saw in Chapter 4, Quine is partly responsible for
this. For, at first, he himself argued for indeterminacy of translation
by invoking his physicalism. On the other hand, Friedman's version
of physicalism is so different from Quine's that Quine should not in
the last analysis take the blame for Friedman's denial of the asym-
metry.

NOTES
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as an ontological thesis, Friedman sometimes seems to oscillate
between an epistemological and an ontological reading. Interpreting, as
he sometimes does, indeterminacy as claiming the inexplicability of lin-
guistic facts by physical facts constitutes an epistemological reading of
the thesis.



CHAPTER 1 O

F0LLESDAL AND GIBSON GET
IT RIGHT

In the present chapter I will present and discuss Dagfinn Follesdal's
and Roger Gibson's views of the debate over the asymmetry between
underdetermination of theory and indeterminacy of translation. I
present both authors in the same chapter because I think that their
positions, duly combined and mutually corrected, entail the right
position. I will use FollesdaFs "Indeterminacy of Translation and
Under-Determination of the Theory of Nature"1 (1973) and his
"Indeterminacy and Mental States" (1990)2 and Gibson's "Translation,
Physics, and Facts of the Matter" (1985).3 As we shall see, unlike Rorty
and Chomsky, Follesdal agrees with Quine on the fact that there is an
asymmetry between underdetermination and indeterminacy. How-
ever, in his article of 1973 he shares Chomsky's and Rorty's misreading
of the notion of fact of the matter. In that article, he takes the notion
to be epistemological. Gibson has pointed out that mistake on Fol-
lesdal's part. However, Gibson seems to have gone wrong on another
point where Follesdal has got it right, that is, regarding the role of
physicalism in the argumentation for indeterminacy of translation.
Let me try to summarize their discussion.

In "Indeterminacy of Translation and Under-Determination of the
Theory of Nature," Follesdal describes the asymmetry between
underdetermination and indeterminacy thus:

If, now, in translation, simplicity were a guide to truth, then trans-
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lation would be on a par with empirical theory. Translation would be
underdetermined: several alternative translations would yield the
required correlations of observation sentences etc. But translation
would not be indeterminate, since one of the translations would be
the true one.4

This passage makes of the difference between underdetermination and
indeterminacy of translation a methodological difference, for it says
that if it were not for the difference in the role played by simplicity in
physics and translation, indeterminacy and underdetermination would
be on a par. Gibson, in "Translation, Physics, and Facts of the Matter,"
quotes this passage from Follesdal's article and criticizes it relative to its
focus on simplicity, a methodological canon:

So, on Follesdal's reading of Quine, the difference between under-
determination and indeterminacy can be traced back to the different
roles played by simplicity considerations in the two domains, physics
and translation. This analysis of the difference leads Follesdal to
conclude that "indeterminacy of translation seems to follow from
empiricism alone without the need for any extra dogma [of physic-
alism]" (Follesdal, p. 296), and that "the indeterminacy of translation
seems to be with us to stay" (Follesdal, p. 300).5

Follesdal's account of the difference between physics and translation
with respect to facts of the matter, given in terms of simplicity
considerations, is certainly clever, but it is just as certainly not Qui-
ne's view. Fellesdal shares with Rorty (and Chomsky) the mistaken
notion that Quine is using the expression "fact of the matter" in
some methodological (i.e., epistemological) sense. But this is erro-
neous; Quine's understanding of this term is decidedly naturalistic
and physicalistic. When Quine says that there is a fact of the matter to
physics and no fact of the matter to translation, he is talking about
physical facts, and he is talking from within an already accepted
naturalistic-physicalistic theory.6

Gibson is right: the passage quoted from Follesdal's article indicates
that he makes a mistake in reading Quine, in interpreting "fact of the
matter" in a methodological sense. However, Follesdal's interpreta-
tion is less naive than the passage suggests, for he also says:



100 QUINE ON M E A N I N G

In the case of empirical theories, this failure of a pragmatic defini-
tion of truth did not deter us from defining truth (e.g. a laTarski) in
terms of our talk about the world. Why can we not do the same for
translation? The answer is, I think—and here we are at the crucial
point of the whole argument—that the only entities we are justified
in assuming are those that are appealed to in the simplest theory that
accounts for all the evidence. These entities and their properties and
interrelations are all there is to the world, and all there is to be right
or wrong about. All truths about these are included in our theory of
nature. In translation we are not describing a further realm of reality,
we are just correlating two comprehensive language/theories con-
cerning all there is. This is, I think, the reason for the difference
between theory of nature and translation and thereby for inde-
terminacy of translation.7

In this passage, Follesdal shows that he understands that, for Quine,
it is a lack of entity, and thus, an ontological lack, which explains why
indeterminacy of translation is additional to underdetermination of
theories. What, then, is Follesdal's reading of Quine? Does he
understand Quine's ontological point or does he read "no fact of the
matter" as an epistemological notion, as Gibson suggests? Maybe
Follesdal is in fact proposing to Quine a different way to argue for
indeterminacy of translation, for he acknowledges that his own
reading departs from Quine's texts:

The argument is not stated in this way in any of Quine's writings, but
it seems to fit in well with what Quine says on this topic. When Quine
says that in translation there is nothing to be right or wrong about, he
is, it seems, not just stating an ontological dogma to the effect that
there are no propositions or other intensional entities; although he
sometimes says that he is only expressing a bias toward physicalism. It
seems to me that Quine's position is more interesting if his ontological
bias toward physicalism is regarded as a consequence of a more fun-
damental epistemological bias toward empiricism. As has been argued
above, indeterminacy of translation seems to follow from empiricism
alone without the need for any extra dogma.

This completes the second argument for indeterminacy of transla-
tion. The crucial part of it is... where I try to explain why in translation there is
nothing to be right or wrong about? (Emphasis added)
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In light of the analysis of the content of and the arguments for
Quine's indeterminacy thesis offered in Chapter 4, we can make the
following remarks on this passage from Follesdal's 1973 article.

We can note a hesitation on Follesdal's part. On the one hand, as
the last paragraph of the quotation shows, he takes the claim that in
translation there is nothing to be right or wrong about to be the
crucial part of the argument for indeterminacy of translation. But this
is not the argument; this is the (ontological) thesis of indeterminacy
itself. On the other hand, in the first paragraph of the quotation,
Follesdal notes that the claim of indeterminacy is an ontological
claim to the effect that there are no propositions or other intensional
entities, and that it is a consequence of a more fundamental epistemo-
logical bias toward empiricism. In other words, physicalism does not
need to be part of the argumentation. Empiricism suffices to entail
indeterminacy of translation.

As long as we retain the first paragraph of the quotation, our
hypothesis that Follesdal is in fact proposing a different way of
arguing for indeterminacy of translation appears to be right. In fact
Follesdal has proposed explicitly to Quine that he change his mind
about the role of physicalism in the argumentation for indeterminacy
of translation. Thus, Gibson was right in 1985 to say that, at first,
Quine had argued that indeterminacy is a consequence of his phy-
sicalism, but the fact is that, later, Follesdal brought Quine to
acknowledge that physicalism is irrelevant to the argumentation for
indeterminacy and that empiricism, or more precisely behavioral
semantics, suffices to entail it. This subsequent part of the debate
appears in Perspectives on Quine where we find Fellesdal's "Indetermi-
nacy and Mental States" and Quine's reply to it, in which he
acknowledges that physicalism is irrelevant for indeterminacy.

Before taking a look at the text, let me point out that the confusion
between the content of and the arguments for the indeterminacy
thesis that appeared in "Indeterminacy of Translation and Under-
Determination of the Theory of Nature" disappears in "Indeterminacy
and Mental States." Fellesdal's insight over the asymmetry between
physics and translation gets better elaborated and more precise in the
later article. Follesdal expresses clearly his belief that the content of the
indeterminacy thesis is an ontological claim to the effect that there
are no entities to determine translation. He also expresses clearly what
he takes to be the epistemological source of, or the main argument for,
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indeterminacy of translation, and for the asymmetry between
underdetermination of theory and indeterminacy of translation in
Quine's philosophy—behaviorism applied to language and what he
calls the MMM thesis, or, the thesis of man-made meaning:

[T]he thesis of man-made meaning (the MMM thesis):
M M M thesis: The meaning of a linguistic expression is the jointproductof

all the evidence that helps learners and users of the language determine that
meaning. The crucial point here is that the meaning is a product of the
evidence. Exactly what the evidence is, is left open in this formula-
tion of the thesis, it is circular on that point. Let us therefore first
look at that issue. By "evidence" I mean, as in science in general, all
that helps to eliminate hypotheses. Given that we are empiricists, the
evidence has to be sensory, it will not comprise telepathy, thought
reading, etc. Even those who appeal to extrasensory sources of evi-
dence would admit that it does not play any significant role in the
establishment, learning and use of language. These three processes
are all based on publicly accessible evidence, i.e., observation of
behavior. Quine, Davidson and many others have discussed just
what evidence we can make use of. However, we do not have to go
into the details of this discussion.

The thesis that meaning is a product of all this evidence follows
.. . from our taking the social, public, nature of language seriously.9

Follesdal appeals to this MMM thesis in his discussion of the asym-
metry between physics and translation. He explains that the differ-
ence between physics (science) and translation is as follows:

The difference between translation and science, however—and here
we come to the crux of the MMM thesis—is that while in science we
are exploring a realm that is not of our own making, or at least not
totally of our own making, this is not so with translation. In science,
unless we are idealists, we think of the world as something that lies
there waiting to be explored, even before we start our theorizing.
With language, however, the situation is different. The various
sounds and written marks in a language do not have a meaning
before they become part of a language. And what makes them part
of a language and gives them meaning is the use we make of them.
Not the use I as an individual make of them, nor the use that I and
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my contemporary fellow men and women make of them, but the use
that we and generations before us have been making of these
expressions, to the extent that this use is public, accessible to fellow
users of the language through ordinary everyday observation. The
meaning of linguistic expressions is the sedimentation of all this
linguistic behavior, all this publicly accessible evidence. And it is
nothing more. Where the evidence leaves off, meaning leaves off.
Hence the MMM thesis.10

An important element to note here is that Follesdal shows that phy-
sicalism is not needed for the argumentation for indeterminacy of
translation.

The argument we have just been through makes indeterminacy a
consequence of just two basic assumptions: the public nature of
language, which we could also call behaviorism applied to language,
and the MMM thesis. In the argument we did not have to make any
assumptions for or against mental states, nor did we have to assume
physicalism . . . So, physicalism and these other considerations are
not needed for the argument. There are of course other ways to
approach indeterminacy, where physicalism plays a role .. .n

And Quine approves: physicalism is not needed for the argumenta-
tion for indeterminacy of translation. It is in fact irrelevant:

Dagfinn has illuminated the indeterminacy thesis by clearing away
what does not pertain. What matters is just that linguistic meaning is
a function of observable behavior in observable circumstances.
Dagfinn divides this condition into two: that meaning is the pro-
duct of the evidence by which it is learned, and that that evidence is
public.

Broader behaviorism is irrelevant; physicalism is irrelevant;
monism is irrelevant.12

Thus Follesdal makes it clear that indeterminacy of translation
derives from Quine's epistemological bias toward empiricism, or
more precisely, behaviorism in semantics. Quine has epistemological
reasons to adopt the ontological position that the indeterminacy of
translation constitutes. It becomes clear also that there is only an

1 0 3
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ontological asymmetry between physics and translation and that there
is no epistemological asymmetry between the two. Physics and
translation are on a par epistemologically, as Gibson had already
pointed out in his article of 1985: "physics and translation are on a par
methodologically (i.e., epistemologically), but they are not on a par
ontologically."13 Indeed, Quine is an empiricist toward meanings just
as he is an empiricist towards the rest of the world, in physics for
instance. In fact, it is his empiricism toward language and meaning
(i.e., his behaviorism in semantics) that leads him to the realization
that there is an ontological lack (no individuation of meanings)
affecting linguistic meaning and thus that there is an asymmetry
between physics and translation.

So, it seems that Gibson was right about the (ontological) nature of
the asymmetry although he was mistaken in arguing that physicalism
is crucial to the argumentation for the asymmetry. As we have seen,
Fellesdal in his 1973 article also made mistakes about the argu-
mentation for indeterminacy. Among other mistakes, he took the
idea that in translation there is nothing to be right or wrong about as
an argument for the thesis, rather than recognizing it as the thesis
itself. As we have seen, Follesdal adjusted his position in "Inde-
terminacy and Mental States" by separating appropriately the onto-
logical content of the thesis from its epistemological source. This has
also enlightened Quine. Quine has acknowledged that the source of
indeterminacy of translation and of the asymmetry between physics
and translation is epistemological, and that it is not physicalism.
Thus, it is to Follesdal that the credit must go for having accom-
plished the last advance in the discussion over the asymmetry
between underdetermination of theory and indeterminacy of trans-
lation.

NOTES

1. As Roger Gibson has claimed, this paper is F0llesdal's "direct response
to Chomsky and Rorty. In particular, Follesdal may be read as
responding to Rorty's claim that Quine cannot consistently subscribe to
a 'canon/law' ('heuristic'/'substantive') dichotomy. Follesdal's answer is
that a consistent Quine can do so, if he is willing to assign simplicity a
role in physics different from the role assigned to it in translation, a
notion Follesdal seems to countenance even while admitting that '[t]he
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argument is not stated in this way in any of Quine's writings, but it
seems to fit in well with what Quine says on this topic' (Follesdal,
p. 296). As we have seen, according to Follesdal, simplicity's role in
physics is that of 'a guide to truth,' overriding almost every other con-
sideration in our choice between specific scientific theories, while
simplicity's role in translation pales by contrast, being itself overridden
by such things as mere agreement. Hence, in Rorty's terms, physics
discovers 'laws' while translation constructs 'canons', such is the work
wrought by simplicity, according to Follesdal" (Hahn, L.E. and
Schilpp, P. A. (eds), The Philosophy of W.VQuine (expanded, edn). La Salle,
IL: Open Court, 1998, p. 143).

2. In Barrett, R. and Gibson, R., Perspectives on Quine. Oxford: Basil
Blackwell, 1990.

3. In Hahn and Schilpp, The Philosophy of W.V. Quine.
4. Follesdal, D. (1973), "Indeterminacy of Translation and Under-Deter-

mination of the Theory of Nature," Dialectica, 27, 1973, p. 295. In the
same spirit: "[T]he view that translation manuals are just a species of
empirical theories is deeply rooted, and to loosen its hold it may be
helpful to note also the following difference between translation man-
uals and empirical theories: while simplicity overrides almost every
other consideration in our choice between scientific theories, this is not
so for translation" (ibid., p. 296).

5. Hahn and Schilpp, The Philosophy of W.V Quine, p. 143.
6. Ibid.
7. Follesdal, "Indeterminacy of Translation and Under-Determination of

the Theory of Nature," p. 295.
8. Ibid., p. 296.
9. Barrett and Gibson, Perspectives on Quine, p. 103.

10. Ibid., p. 104.
11. Ibid.
12. Ibid., p. 110.
13. Hahn and Schilpp, The Philosophy of W.V Quine, p. 144.



CHAPTER 11

COGNITIVE SCIENCE'S
D E N I A L O F THE A S Y M M E T R Y

INTRODUCTION

My aim in this chapter is to discuss and evaluate the denial of
Quine's asymmetry on the basis of the promises of cognitive sci-
ence. I place this discussion at the end of the book because I take it
to be a substantial aspect of the present debate over Quine's asym-
metry (although it is not always described as such). Leading
advocates of this more recent denial of the asymmetry are defen-
ders of the following position: since cognitive science is a suc-
cessful science and since it posits mental states, there seems to be
no more reason to refuse to accept those mental entities than to
eschew any other theoretical entities, such as numbers or magnetic
fields. Evidently, if this position were right, we would have reason
to revise Quine's indeterminacy thesis and with it the asymmetry
claim, for there would be good reason to believe that there are
meanings as entities about which translation manuals could be
right or wrong.

Here I will present this version of the denial of the asymmetry, and
discuss two reasons to be skeptical towards it. Although both reasons
deserve more attention than they can receive in this chapter, my
objective here is not to advocate a definitive conclusion but rather to
identify, articulate, and critically discuss two fundamental issues that I
take to be crucial in any dialogue with the most recent opponents of
the asymmetry. Note that what I am saying in the present chapter,
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though quite congenial with Quine's point of view, extends well
beyond any of Quine's arguments.

The first reason to be skeptical that I will focus on is the following:
in its introduction of mental states cognitive science seems to
encounter a major epistemological problem. For, it is not clear that
such a science can obtain the kind of data it would need in order to
be autonomous relative to neuroscience and to behavioral accounts.
And in the absence of such data, it would seem to lack an identity
criterion for mental states and processes. If I am right and this pro-
blem is real, we have a reason to be extremely cautious in introducing
mental entities into our ontology based merely on the fact that cog-
nitive science makes use of them.

Of course, the lack of data about mental states and processes is not
an argument against the introduction of mental states and processes
as theoretical entities, for theoretical entities are unobservables that
we posit on the basis of their utility. However, the lack of data about
mental states and processes is an argument against a science that
purports to account for mental states as cognitive mentalistic phe-
nomena. It is clearly legitimate to ask whether there are data about the
mentalistic phenomena cognitive science claims to account for, and,
if it is not evident that there are, we will have good reason to with-
hold judgment about cognitive science and its ontological commit-
ments. Thus, a first reason to be skeptical about the legitimacy of the
introduction of mental states and processes by cognitive science is the
epistemological problem that the necessary data may be unavailable.

One could object that the lack of data for mental states is not a
reason to bar them from our ontology, for we also have no data for
numbers, for instance. However, this would be to misunderstand my
claim. For my first suggestion is not that mental states can never be
introduced into our ontology, nor that they cannot be introduced
because we have no data about them. My proposition is simply that
introducing mental states on the basis of their use by cognitive sci-
ence is not ipso facto legitimate, and is sorely in need of further
support beyond what the cognitive science community has thus far
provided. Thus, the important epistemological problem encountered
by cognitive science here is just that the availability of the kind of data
it needs remains an unjustified assumption.

There is a second reason to be skeptical towards the introduction
of mental states by cognitive science; one suggested, I think, by

1 0 7
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Michael Friedman's Theoretical 'Explanation. Friedman, if I read him
correctly, argues along the following lines: The simple slogan "to be
real is to be admitted by an accepted theory" is too liberal to justify
the introduction of theoretical entities unless supplemented by other
considerations. In addition to that slogan, a specifiable further con-
dition must be satisfied. Given an appropriately holistic view of sci-
ence, an ontological commitment made by an admitted theory in a
given field might well be rejected if it leads us in the direction of a
less unified global conceptual scheme. I will argue that this is precisely
the situation with mental states, namely that their postulation seems
to be a step towards a less unified conceptual scheme. Importantly, to
assign a high value to the development of a global, holistic view of
science in addition to the slogan that "to be is to be posited in an
admitted theory" allows us more critically to evaluate the merits of
different kinds of theoretical entities. As Friedman claims, the degree
of legitimacy of a theoretical construction increases with the number
of different usages we make of it through science. If he is right, it
becomes possible to differentiate the case of mental states from the
case of numbers, to take just one example. If we grant that the
legitimacy of a kind of theoretical entity must be measured from a
relatively global point of view, the value of numbers appears enor-
mous compared to that of mental entities.

Before I address these two issues in detail, let me recall the crucial
elements of the previous discussion that will be needed in the present
chapter, thus encapsulating Quine's case for indeterminacy/under-
determination asymmetry. Quine is a linguistic behaviorist and a
scientific realist. His linguistic behaviorism is the view that a com-
plete characterization of a language (a complete manual for translat-
ing sentences of that language into sentences of ours) is admitted
simply on the basis of the linguistic behavior that is its empirical
basis. So such a translation manual posits no extra-behavioral entities,
and is not a theory of whatever mental activity may underlie the
behavior in question. Nor indeed is it a theory of anything at all.
Quine's scientific realism, on the other hand, is the view that scien-
tific theories typically do posit entities beyond their empirical bases
and that such entities exist once the theories that posit them are
admitted as true. Now, the indeterminacy of translation is the fact
that each of a pair of distinct but equally adequate translation manuals
may be fully compatible with the totality of linguistic behavior that
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constitutes a given language; whence the behavior does not uniquely
determine the manual. And the underdetermination of scientific the-
ory is the fact that two or more distinct and in fact incompatible the-
ories are possible that square with all the same empirical data; whence
the data do not uniquely determine the theory. There is thus a super-
ficial symmetry between indeterminacy of translation and under-
determination of theory. For just as alternative translation manuals are
possible for the same totality of (actual or potential) linguistic behavior,
so alternative theories are possible accounting for the same totality of
(actual or possible) empirical data. Behavior cannot uniquely determine
manual, nor can empirical data uniquely determine theory. But the
superficial symmetry here gives way to an ultimate asymmetry when
this key difference is recognized: beyond the empirical behavioral
basis, there are no further relevant facts, nothing to break a tie among
alternative manuals of translation, nothing to make at most one of
them right; by contrast, the tie between two incompatible scientific
theories is simply a matter of our ignorance, for external facts of the
matter do obtain which nominate one of the incompatible theories as
true. It is thus, in brief, that Quine's argument for the asymmetry is
structured. And its structure reveals why Quine's behaviorism renders
indeterminacy ultimate and intransigent, while his realism insures
underdetermination against a like fate.

THE DENIAL OF THE ASYMMETRY BASED

ON THE USE OF MENTAL STATES BY

COGNITIVE SCIENCE

One of the questions raised by many of Quine's opponents in regard
to the asymmetry is this: why should we renounce the introduction
of mental entities when we acknowledge the introduction of other
kinds of theoretical entities? If to be real is to be admitted as such by
the best theory of the moment, why need we avoid the introduction
of mental entities, now that cognitive science makes use of them?
William Bechtel argues along those lines. He claims that now that
cognitive science proposes powerful theories that posit mental states,
we should admit mental states into our ontology. The case of mental
states, he thus supposes, is not different from the case of numbers or
of magnetic fields.

In Philosophy of Mind: A.n Overview for Cognitive Science,, Bechtel
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directs our attention to the big picture with the following historical
reminders and more recent cognitive-scientific arguments.1 Following
Brentano, some philosophers have argued that intentionality, or
aboutness (the capacity to be about something else), is a feature that
distinguishes mental phenomena from physical phenomena and
which impedes a real science of mental phenomena. Mental states or
events have the capacity to be about other states or events, whereas
physical states or events do not have that capacity. Quine also rejects
the idea of a scientific study of intentionality:

Evidently, then, the relativity to non-unique systems of analytical
hypotheses invests not only translational synonymy but intentional
notions generally. Brentano's thesis of the irreducibility of intentional
idioms is of a piece with the thesis of indeterminacy of translation.

One may accept the Brentano thesis either as showing the indis-
pensability of intentional idioms and the importance of an autono-
mous science of intention, or as showing the baselessness of
intentional idioms and the emptiness of a science of intention. My
attitude, unlike Brentano's, is the second. To accept intentional usage
at face value is, we saw, to postulate translation relations as somehow
objectively valid though indeterminate in principle relative to the
totality of speech dispositions. Such postulation promises little gain
in scientific insight if there is no better ground for it than that the
supposed translation relations are presupposed by the vernacular of
semantics and intentions.2

Bechtel tells us that most cognitive scientists reject Brentano's and
Quine's positions, for they claim, contra Quine, to study intentional
mental states, and to do so, contra Brentano, within a science that is
continuous with the physical sciences.

Although the final verdict is not yet in, the success of mentalistic
theories that have been developed in cognitive science and the cor-
responding limitations of behaviorist approaches . . . would seem to
be evidence that these theories have explanatory power in the same
manner as other scientific theories and so should be treated in the
same light . . . It is then incumbent upon us to explain how the
intentionality of these mental states arises.3

110



C O G N I T I V E S C I E N C E ' S D E N I A L O F T H E A S Y M M E T R Y

For an old-fashioned empiricist, the question would arise immedi-
ately: how can we justify the introduction of mental states? The
introduction of mental states within a naturalistic framework seems
to require an argument, since mental states are unobservable. Indeed,
the old-fashioned empiricist insists on strong evidence for a theory
before adopting, embracing, or otherwise using it, and on regarding
a theory as a good one to just the extent that its past credentials are
strong. On the other hand, the pragmatist approach features tentative
theory-adoption consisting in putting a theory into service to see
how well things work out if one does, and counting those theories as
good which are successful in terms of their consequences. Thus,
roughly speaking, the older empiricist tends to put his money on the
inductive method, the pragmatist on the hypothetico-deductive
method. Quine—and most of the rest of us these days—are of course
exponents of the latter a-theory-is-good-to-the-extent-to-which-it-
works methodology.

Thus, a faithful Quinean could only conclude that it is what we
have in the way of current theory that gives us no reason to posit
mental states. If there were, one day, a theory that employed them and
did a better job than other theories in the field, that would be reason
to embrace them. It is an empirical question whether or not such
entities are admissible. A Quinean cannot, in good conscience, rule
them out a priori.

So, the old-fashioned empiricist seems to be reversing the order of
things when he claims that we have to justify the introduction of
mental states into our ontology. What we have to do is show that a
theory employing them is an improvement on those that don't. The
justification does not come first, but comes afterwards. The position
is sensitive to empirical findings, not a priori.

It is in this pragmatist spirit that Bechtel claims that there are
mental states, for, he believes, such states serve our scientific purposes
well. As he notes, this supposes the denial of the asymmetry.

Some have challenged Quine's account of the significance of the
indeterminacy thesis itself by arguing that a decision to adopt a
determinate translation manual and develop a theory of meaning for
language within it is no different than the decision to accept a par-
ticular theory in a scientific discipline and work within it. Even
though, as Quine maintains, there will be other theories empirically
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equivalent to the one we use, he allows that we are entitled in physics
to accept one theory and work within it. If we treat the activities of
translation and interpretation in a similar manner to theorizing in
physics, then we should view postulating mental states to account
for intentional phenomena as on a par with developing a theory in
physics. The measure of adequacy of a mentalistic theory will be
whether it serves our scientific purposes (e.g., explaining behavior).
If it turns out that treating humans as having intentional states
facilitates these ends, then countenancing such states will accord
well with adopting a scientific attitude. . . .

Quine, however, has steadfastly resisted this approach, arguing
that the indeterminacy thesis establishes more than that mentalistic
theories manifest the usual underdetermination true of all scientific
theories . . . He claims that such theories are simply vacuous. Whe-
ther these theories are in fact vacuous, however, would seem to
depend on their explanatory power. . . .

Cognitive science seems to be in the process of developing pow-
erful explanatory theories that postulate intentional mental states. So
we seem to be faced with the challenge to see if we cannot explain
the intentionality of mental states.4

According to Bechtel, there is no reason to treat translation manuals
(and cognitive science) and theories in physics differently. Intentional
mental states are useful theoretical entities for cognitive science, and,
Bechtel thinks, in close analogy to Quine's physical realism, we must
include them in our ontology.

Now, a careful look at the methodology of cognitive science sug-
gests that, contrary to what Bechtel claims, it does not postulate mental
states or processes to make better predictions of behaviors. As we will
see, cognitive science rather uses behaviors (among other data) to try
to infer what mental processes are used by the mind, i.e. what meantal
processes intervene between the input—output behaviors. In the
remainder of the present section, I will try to show that cognitive
scientists claim that their objects of study, the.phenomena in which they
are interested, are mental processes. Second, I will argue that beha-
vior is not what cognitive scientists want to predict or study, but
rather what they use to infer what they are interested in: i.e. mental
phenomena. Let's take each point in turn.

The following characterizations of cognitive science by important
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authors in the field show that it is commonplace in cognitive science
to claim to study the mental phenomena, i.e., what is going on in the mind
between the input-output behaviors. The following passages also make it
clear that mental processes are not considered by cognitive science as
mere useful theoretical posits allowing better predictions of obser-
vable behaviors. Rather, mental processes are considered as natural
phenomena that deserve to be studied for themselves, scientifically.

Bechtel's and George Graham's characterization of cognitive sci-
ence is as follows:

The expression cognitive science is used to describe a broadly integrated
class of approaches to the study of mental activities and processes and of
cognition in particular. Cognitive science is broad not just in the
sense of encompassing disciplines as varied as neurosciences, cog-
nitive psychology, philosophy, linguistics, computer science, and
anthropology, but also in the sense that cognitive scientists tend to
adopt certain basic, general assumptions that the mind is (1) an
information processing system, (2) a representational device, and (3)
(in some sense) a computer.5 (Emphasis added)

A number of different phenomena comprise mental activities and pro-
cesses. These provide areas of study for investigators within cognitive
science—to name just a few: attention, consciousness, imagery, language,
memory, perception, and reasoning. It is largely as a result of focusing on
these common phenomena that cognitive scientists, though coming
from different disciplines and using different research methods,
interact with each other.6 (Emphasis added)

Now, here is Joao Branquinho's characterization of cognitive science:

Thus conceived, the field of cognitive science covers not only cog-
nition proper, the usual paradigms of which are mental events and
processes such as conscious thoughts and inferences and intentional mental states
like beliefs and desires, but also any other mental phenomena in which
information processing happens to play a central role. Hence, in so
far as they can be subsumed as instances of information-processing
activity (which in many cases is clearly the case), a variety of mental
states and events traditionally grouped under the heading of "experi-
ence" and often contrasted in limine with cognitive states and events
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also fall within the scope of cognitive science. Among those states
and events are notoriously sensations and perceptions, for instance
visual experiences such as the experience of seeing a red object
moving around in one's visual field; and auditory experiences such
as the experience of hearing a piano sonata. In other words, both
propositional attitudes—as philosophers call psychological states
like belief and desire—and sensory experiences are part of the sub-
ject matter of cognitive science.7 (Emphasis added)

The objects of study of cognitive science are clearly identified in
Ernest Lepore and Zenon Pylyshyn's description of their goal at the
Rutgers University's Center for Cognitive Science:

The general goal, therefore, is to understand such cognitive capa-
cities as perception, language acquisition and processing, planning,
problem solving, reasoning, learning, and the acquisition, repre-
sentation, and use of knowledge, in terms of the computational
processes that underwrite these capacities, as well as their instan-
tiation in silicon hardware or biological tissue.8

In Cognitive Science: An Introduction by Neil A. Stillings et al., we can
read:

One of the most important intellectual developments of the past few
decades has been the birth of an exciting new interdisciplinary field
called cognitive science. Researchers in psychology, linguistics, com-
puter science, philosophy, and neuroscience realized that they were
asking many of the same questions about the nature of the human
mind and that they had developed complementary and potentially
synergistic methods of investigation. The word cognitive refers to
perceiving and knowing. Thus, cognitive science is the science of the mind.
Cognitive scientists seek to understand perceiving, thinking,
remembering, understanding language, learning, and other mental
phenomena? (Emphasis added)

Cognitive scientists seek to discover highly general and explanatory
fundamental principles of information processing.10

The cognitive scientist must cultivate a capacity to be puzzled by
mentalphenomena that occur without notice in everyday life. Often it is
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the most effortless cognitive activities, like understanding a simple
word, recognizing the family cat, or planning a trip to the grocery
store, that are the most complex and contain the most profound
clues to the nature of cognition.11 (Emphasis added)

In another introductory book on cognitive science, David W Greens
writes:

We define the scope of cognitive science as the interdisciplinary
scientific study of mind. . . . It seeks to understand how the mind works in
terms of processes opemtingon representations. Mind, and hence the basis of
intelligent action in the world, is viewed in terms of computations or
information-processes. For example, in order to read this page you
must be able to go from a printed word to its meaning. Retrieving
the meaning of a word is a mental process. This process must make
the meaning of the word or, rather, your mental representation of its
meaning, available to a further process that constructs the meaning
of the sentence and so on.12 (Emphasis added)

In Foundations of Cognitive Science, cognitive science is characterized
thus:

Cognitive science, defined as the study of intelligence and its com-
putational processes, can be approached in several ways. We can
undertake to construct an abstract theory of intelligent processes,
divorced from specific physical or biological implementations. We
can study human (or animal) intelligence, seeking to abstract a the-
ory of intelligent processes from the behavior of intelligent organ-
isms. Or we can study computer intelligence, trying to learn the
computational principles that underlie the organization and beha-
vior of intelligent programs.

In fact, cognitive science follows all of these paths.13

These characterizations suggest that the difference between cognitive
science and behaviorism is not merely that the former postulates
mental states in order to predict human behaviors, whereas the latter
refuses such postulation. Cognitive scientists want to know how it
works inside the black box. Mental entities and processes are not
considered as mere theoretical entities (that are useful to predict
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observable events such as behaviors) but as natural phenomena that are
cognitive science's objects of study. Pylyshyn expresses that point
clearly:

Where do these observations leave a science of mind (e.g. cognitive
science)? If you can't rely on introspection of your conscious
experience to tell you what's going on in your mind, and if you can't
rely on looking inside the skull using biological techniques to tell
you what psychological processes are taking place, then how in the
world can you tell? Of course, you can observe the organism in var-
ious ways in the laboratory. But if you are observing only the visible
behavior—the input—output behavior—then can you distinguish
among theories that produce the same input-output behavior? If the
answer is no, then we are in trouble, because science is not interested
in merely predicting input—output behavior. It is interested in the
question: how does it work? And to say how it works is to do so much
more than predict what output it will produce, given a particular
input. At the very least, it is to specify the form in which repre-
sentations are encoded and to give the algorithm by which the
input—output function is computed in detail.14

From this point of view, shared by many cognitive scientists, beha-
vior is interesting, but—and this is what I want to insist on now—not
because it is what needs to be predicted, but rather because it is part
of what is used to infer what goes on in the mind, between the input-
output behaviors. Behavior, along with reaction times, number of
errors, brain waves, and other data, is part of what cognitive scientists
call indirect evidence of mental processes. Pylyshyn calls this inter-
mediate-state evidence. Let's take a look at this kind of evidence.

One kind of indirect evidence is "protocle analysis": "[s]o here is
one possible way to do better than merely trying to reproduce the
input—output behavior that is observed in a laboratory. Ask the sub-
ject to tell you what he is trying to do, or what he is doing, or what he
knows at various times during the process."15 This method, Pylyshyn
explains, can be used only to study relatively deliberate and slow
processes (e.g. playing chess). We need to ask the subjects to "think out
loud" while they perform the task. Pylyshyn acknowledges that this
kind of information from the subject is not available when the pro-
cesses under study are "rapid and highly fluent processes such as
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visual perception." Moreover, he agrees that there is always the pos-
sibility that the subjects make errors in their report: they can be
wrong about what processes they are actually using.

Another source of evidence in cognitive science is "relative com-
plexity evidence." The use of reaction times is a good example of it:
time is used as a measure of the number of steps of a mentalistic
process. The underlying assumption is that the number of steps
increases with the reaction time. Another example of relative com-
plexity evidence is the number of errors. Then, the underlying
assumption is that the more error-prone condition requires more
steps.16

Cognitive scientists can also get evidence for "which of several
possible processes are actually being used by finding certain mea-
surable properties that we have independent evidence to believe are
correlated with different operations, or stages."17An example of this is
the correlation of brain waves of a certain type with the recognition
of a stimulus, as opposed to the preparation to respond to the sti-
mulus.

These are only examples of the sources of evidence cognitive sci-
entists can appeal to. Other kinds can be found, but all have one
thing in common, as Pylyshyn explains:

There is no limit to the kinds of evidence that can be brought to bear
on deciding what process is being used to derive a response. In each
case the method depends on an assumption about what the measurement is actually
related to in the information processings just as we assumed that reaction
time was related to number of operations. But the step from obser-
vation to theory always depends on such methodological assump-
tions, which have to be justified independently—and this is true in
every science. In other words, there is nothing special about finding
out how the process inside the black box works.18 (Emphasis added)

The same conclusion about cognitive science's methodology is
advocated by Paul Thagard:

Much of our inference from behavior to the underlying program has to be
indirect.

But that is no cause for dismay. In this regard, cognitive psychol-
ogy is not different from the other sciences, which are always'inferring
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underlying theoretical processes from gross observed events}*1 (Emphasis
added)

Let's comment on these passages. First, recall on what basis the
talk about mental entities and processes has been justified in the first
place: despite their inaccessible character, we can make use of such
entities and processes as theoretical entities insofar as they are useful,
insofar as they help us to make better predictions of future observable
events and account for past observable events. It is in that context that
mental states and processes are legitimately posited (hypothetical). I
insist on the fact that they are posited: they are theoretical entities,
posits, that we use in order to account for the observable events. Now,
it seems that some cognitive scientists reverse the order of things.
What were supposed to be useful theoretical constructs have become
phenomena. What is observable (behaviors, reaction times, number of
errors, etc.) is what is used by cognitive scientists to account for
mental processes which are no longer considered as mere useful
entities but as phenomena. Instead of making hypotheses and using
unobservable posits in order to account for observable events,
observable events are used as evidence for what is unobservable. The
observable events are used to infer what mental processes are used by
the mind. The observable events are considered as indirect evidence of
mental phenomena. I take it that good science uses theoretical unobser-
vable posits to account for observable events, not the contrary, i.e.
science does not use the observable events to infer unobservable
phenomena such as mental phenomena.

Second, there is a problem with this notion of indirect evidence
when it comes to mental states and processes. The claims that the
observable events (behaviors, reaction times, number of errors, etc.)
constitute evidences of mental phenomena are mere assumptions.
This is considered unproblematic, as we just saw, insofar as these
assumptions are justified independently. The problem is that it is
impossible to justify this kind of assumption if all the evidences we
have for mental states and processes are indirect, i.e., merely based on
the assumption of a link between observable events and mental states
and processes. Let's take an example. If we want to justify the
assumption that reaction time is related to the number of mental
operations, we need another kind of evidence of the number of
mental operations and need to correlate it with reaction time. Let's
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say that this other kind of evidence is the number of errors made by
the subjects while they accomplish a task. This is, again, indirect evi-
dence of the number of mental operations which relies on a mere
assumption (according to which mental operations are linked to the
number of errors). We can pursue and find as many indirect evidences
of number of the mental operations as we want, but there will be no
justification of any of their underlying assumptions if all that can be
used as justifications are other assumptions. In order to justify any
one of the assumed links between observable events (e.g. reaction
time) and mentalistic phenomena (e.g. number of mental operations),
we need a real correlation with mental processes at some point,
which supposes, at some point, direct evidence of mental processes.
In other words, if our assumptions about the links between certain
observable events and certain mentalistic processes are justified by
other assumptions of the same kind, they are not justified at all. All
we can do with the observable events such as reaction time, number
of errors, verbalizations, etc. is to correlate them among themselves.
Claiming that they are correlated with mental processes is not justi-
fied until we have direct evidence of those mental processes. Let's put
it otherwise. In order to grant a value to indirect evidence of men-
talistic processes, we need to believe the following general claim to
be true: "mentalistic processes manifest themselves in observable
events (reaction time, number of errors, etc.)." This general claim
remains a mere assumption until we find direct evidence for mental
processes, until we establish a correlation between mental processes
and observable events, not merely between observable events that are merely
assumed to be linked with mental processes.

The indirect evidences cognitive science relies upon are not data
that can justify the claim that it is a science of mentalistic phenomena.
Strictly speaking, cognitive science correlates observable events that are merely
assumed to be linked to mental processes. I will now try to explain why the
data cognitive science needs in order to be an empirical science of the
mind and of mentalistic processes, as it claims to be, are not available.
My position takes the form of a dilemma: either cognitive science
fails to provide an identity criterion for mental states and processes,
or it is redundant relatively to other kinds of accounts.
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FIRST REASON TO BE SKEPTICAL: AN

EPISTEMOLOGICAL PROBLEM WITH

COGNITIVE SCIENCE

If there were, one day, a theory that employed mental states and did a
better job of explaining human behavior than other theories in the
field, that would militate in favor of embracing such states.20 But, as
we saw, cognitive science purports to explain not human behavior
but human mental phenomena such as human cognition, repre-
sentation, etc. Thus, its success must be judged relative to its ability to
predict those mental phenomena. I want to suggest that it is not
obvious that this success can be evaluated since the availability of the
kind of data cognitive science needs is not yet well established.

Within an empiricist framework, there is one kind of data that is
rejected at the outset: mentalistic data. Since the mental as such is
unobservable, there is no way we can claim to access it directly. The
mind or mental properties or states cannot be directly observed. At
best, they could be indirectly studied. This is what Bechtel suggests:

One of the epistemic challenges confronting studies of both mind
and brain is the indirectness of inquiry. The concern with the inac-
cessible character of mental processes was one of the factors leading
the behaviorist B.F. Skinner to attempt to explain behavior totally in
terms of observable stimuli and responses. . . . [W]e have no aware-
ness of many of the mental processes psychologists are interested in
(e.g. how we remember things or recognize objects we see as
opposed to what we. remember or see), and so any knowledge of these
processes must be arrived at indirectly. Accordingly, over the last 150
years psychologists have developed a variety of indirect measures of
the processes occurring in us.21

To suppose that we have privileged access to our internal states, or to
make use of introspection, would not help in providing data for a
science of the mental, for there is no prospect of comparing our
subjective experiences.22 In other words, in the scientific spirit,
introspection must be rejected as a privileged means of obtaining
mentalistic data. Introspection is no scientific method, for nothing
can qualify as scientific data unless it is at least in principle available
to all observers.
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One way to get data about mental phenomena might be to rein-
vent materialism. If there is a way to conceive the mental as being
somehow identical or at least linked to the physical, we could end up
gathering data about the mind, in the course of gathering data about
the brain. Bechtel tells us that "probably most cognitive scientists
endorse materialism. Since the 1950s, however, philosophers have
tried to state the thesis of materialism more precisely. As a result, they
have developed a variety of different versions of materialism."23

To determine whether any of these versions of materialism makes
mentalistic data available, let's see what data are made use of within
their frameworks. Neurological or cerebral data are appealed to. We
can observe the activity of parts of the brain and thus gather data
about the brain. Cognitive scientists acknowledge, however, that in
order to study cognitive phenomena, studying the brain as such will
not suffice: "[mjerely looking at the brain is not informative; one
must determine what processes occurring in brains are related to
cognition."24 We must bridge brain activity to cognition, and, to do
so, we need data about cognition perse. Neurological/cerebral data are
just about the brain, and so not yet about anything mental or cog-
nitive. Thus, information about the brain as such is insufficient. It
does not provide cognitive science with its own data.

According to Bechtel, the main challenge in providing data for
cognitive science is the fact that we use instruments (built out of
theory, as Hacking has explained): "[t]he attempt to link studies of the
brain to psychological processes is critically dependent on a variety of
instruments and research techniques."25 Here Bechtel would seem to
be mistaken. For, although the problem about theory-ladenness is
real, it appears throughout science. It is not the lot of cognitive sci-
ence and the neurosciences exclusively. Whether we use instruments
or not, observation is theory-laden for everybody. The problem that is
peculiar to cognitive science in regard to the availability of the data
does not lie, then, in the need for instruments but rather in the fact
that the proper kind of data is not available, whether or not we grant
the use of theory-laden instruments.

The challenge is to show that cognitive science's data are available,
but also to show that cognitive science is autonomous in regard to its
data. If its data are totally identical with those of neurology, the need
for cognitive science disappears, for it does not have its own realm of
study. If its data are behavioral and neurological, it will not account
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for anything mental but, at best, merely correlate behaviors with
neurological activities. This is not, of course, what it intends to do, as
this kind of correlation would not provide information about men-
talistic processes. Thus, cognitive scientists must suppose that in
observing the brain, they somehow get data about mentalistic/cog-
nitive phenomena. They are thus looking for something that we
could call "physical-as-mental data? In order for cognitive science to be a
science, it must have data, and to differentiate itself from neu-
roscience, it must have data different from those of neuroscience. In
order to be a materialistic theory and a mentalistic theory it cannot
merely correlate brain activity and behavior, and it must provide at
least a supervenient relation between the mental and the physical; for,
otherwise, there will be no data about the mental.

Let me dwell on the second point for a moment. Cognitive science
can claim to have access to physical-as-mental data only if there is
such a relation. Kim Sterelny expresses this idea very clearly:

Psychological theory had better not posit spooky causal processes, or
devices with impossible causal powers. . . . Psychological properties
ought to reduce to, or at least supervene on, the properties that are
immediately causally involved in reactions to perceptual stimulation
and in the production of behavior. Otherwise psychological expla-
nation will invoke spooky causation. . . . [Psychological properties
do not reduce to neurophysical properties. But on this view, they
should at least supervene on them: no psychological difference
without difference in the intrinsic properties of brain states.26

This relation between the mental and the physical has been devel-
oped within the new versions of materialism mentioned above. The
new versions of materialism in question are Mind—Brain Type Iden-
tity Theory, Eliminative Materialism, and Token Identity Theory.27

Among them only two are candidates for establishing the relation
between the mental and the physical and thus providing the relevant
kind of data for cognitive science (physical-as-mental data). For, as its
title suggests, Eliminative Materialism does not try to establish a link
between the mental and the physical, but rather suggests that we
eliminate the mental altogether.

Eliminative Materialists begin by claiming that neuroscience
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research does not demonstrate the correlation of brain processes
with mental processes claimed by the Type Identity Theory and
argue that this is a reason to replace mental talk with talk about brain
states. More pointedly, they contend that there are no mental phe-
nomena and that those who thought there were, were mistaken.28

As we are confined, then, to the other two versions of materialism,
let us examine what they have to offer.

The type/token distinction refers to the difference between a class of
events (the type) and a specific member of the class (a token). The
term chair identifies a type of object, whereas my desk chair is a token
of that type. The Type Identity Theory holds that all instances of a
particular type of mental state (e.g. experiencing a certain kind of
pain or seeing a certain color) are identical to instances of a corre-
lated type of neural event (e.g., a certain pattern of neural firings).29

This theory is highly controversial. Here is what Bechtel tells us
about the controversy over Type Identity Theory, which he himself
rejects: Type Identity Theory cannot defend a mere correlation
between neural and mental states. There are indeed many problems
with the claim that mental states are merely paired with brain states.
First, there is no way to identify mental states, if they are not cau-
sally related to the physical states. Second, if mental states are
merely correlated with brain states, they constitute a mere epiphe-
nomenon with no causal power and are thus no part of the mate-
rialistic world of causal relations. But the claim of a strict identity is
problematic too. Bechtel tells us that, if it means that we can use
mental terms and physical terms interchangeably, then it is
obviously false. If it means that mental activity is a form of physical
activity, then the claim is a mere unverifiable assumption. The claim is
still problematic if it means that what is truly predicated of physical
events can be truly predicated of mental events, for it might be
argued that there are properties that we cannot attribute to both the
physical and the mental. For instance, some argue that intentionality
is attributed exclusively to mental phenomena and that physical
events only have spatial coordinates. Bechtel recalls that other authors
have argued that we cannot identify mental events with physical
events because of the way we access them: we find out about brain

1 2 3



124 QUINE ON M E A N I N G

states only indirectly, whereas we have privileged access to our mental
life.30

Because of this major controversy, we can legitimately say, I think,
that the Type Identity Theory has not yet established the availability of
the kind of physical-as-mental data cognitive science needs; for,
although the identity involved assures the reality of mental states,
there is no way to obtain data about those states other than via this
very identity supposition. This simply re-emphasizes the point that
cognitive science has only cerebral data, and hence that cognitive
science's realm of study does not appear different from that of neu-
roscience.31 For both study the brain as brain, and nothing further.

Token Identity Theory is the surviving alternative to the Type
Identity Theory. It proposes the following:

Rather than repudiating mental discourse, Token Identity Theorists
sanction its continued use by advocating a weaker version of the
Identity Theory. They maintain that every token of a mental event is a
token of a neural event, but do not require that types of mental
events be equated with types of neural events. Thus, the Token
Identity Theory holds that (a) every time I am in a particular mental
state, that mental state is identical to a brain state, but (b) on other
occasions when I am in the same mental state I may be in a different
brain state.32

Bechtel is critical here also and acknowledges the importance of the
controversy. Token Identity theorists claim to preserve our mentalistic
talk (but, as we will see, it is not clear that they can, because of the
resulting lack of an identity criterion for mental states). One of their
options is to see the token identity as a necessary condition of any material-
istic talk of mental phenomena. This is how Davidson sees things,
according to Bechtel. However, because of the lack of laws relating
mental and physical descriptions, Davidson has concluded that,
although we can develop mental descriptions (and cognitive theories),
we cannot claim that they are scientific. Both Putnam and Fodor have
also adopted the Token Identity Theory but do not see this lack of
laws as a problem: since "the classifications useful in psychology may
be quite different than those useful for neuroscience,"33 the absence of
laws relating mental and physical descriptions does not mean that the
mental cannot be studied within a science. Thanks to this autonomy
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of sciences, cognitive science would find its niche. Bechtel writes:

Token Identity Theory claims that there can be alternative, incom-
patible accounts of the internal activities of cognitive systems—one
neural and one cognitive. Thus, of all the philosophical positions on
the mind—body problem, Token Identity Theory is most compatible
with the programs of cognitive science.34

According to this view, cognitive science is autonomous, for its
accounts can even be incompatible with those of neuroscience.
However, on this view, we lack an identity criterion for mental states.
As Bechtel notes, "the Token Identity does raise the question of how
mental events are to be categorized if this categorization is to be
different from the categorization applied in brain events."35 We can
paraphrase the last sentence thus: the Token Identity Theory raises the
question of how we are to get data about mental/cognitive phenom-
ena if such phenomena are not identified in physicalistic terms. How
will cognitive science get its data about the mental, if there is no link
established between mentalistic and neurological descriptions? We
need a means to identify the mental phenomena, to get data about
the mental, but Token Identity Theory leaves us utterly without cri-
teria for identifying mental states. To answer this challenge, "[a]dvo-
cates of the Token Identity Theory have proposed that mental events
be advocated functionally."36

Functionalism represents a philosophical attempt to explicate a cri-
tical part of the research program of cognitive science—the way in
which mental events are recognized and classified. Functionalism
maintains that mental events are classified in terms of their causal
roles. Thus, a mental event would be described in terms of its role in
the mental system just as a cam shaft is characterized in terms of its
causal role of controlling the opening and closing of valves in a car
engine. An important aspect of this approach is the claim that mental events can
be recognised and classified independently of their physical constitution. . . .

Although all versions of Functionalism agree that mental states
are to be identified primarily in terms of their interactions with one
another, they differ mainly over how these interactions are to be
specified.37
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Bechtel himself argues for functionalism, but there is still much con-
troversy about this version of the Token Identity Theory. Indeed, it is
far from obvious that functionalism can provide the data cognitive
science needs. It can be argued that we no more have identity criteria
for causal roles in mehtalistic systems than we have identity criteria for
mental states.38 Thus, the problem is still that we do not know how to
characterize mental states in a way that provides an identity criterion
for them and which would give cognitive science its autonomy.

It is not legitimate to go from the claim that mental states are
useful theoretical entities to the claim that we have data about mental
states. We have granted with Bechtel that we do not have direct access
to mental states. In order for mental states to be identifiable, there
must be a relation between them and physical/physiological states. We
just saw that the theoretical attempts to establish that link are not yet
convincing.

Cognitive science needs a specific kind of data. Behavioral data do
not suffice, since cognitive science refuses the behaviorists' reduction:
it sees mental phenomena as internal phenomena with causal power.
Neurological or cerebral data do not suffice either, for, as we saw,
cognitive science wants a bridge with cognitive processes. At best,
with both kinds of data (cerebral and behavioral), cognitive scientists
could correlate cerebral activities with behavior, but this is not what
they want to do, for this kind of correlation says nothing about
internal mentalistic activities. Contrary to what Bechtel suggests, the
problem is not the use of instruments (which are theory-laden). The
problem is that there is no way to identify mental states, even with
instruments, unless they are identified by way of something that is, in
principle, observable. However, when such an identification is made,
cognitive science loses its autonomy and becomes no different from
neuroscience pure and simple. We have seen that with the Type
Identity Theory mental states get their reality from the identity claim,
but cognitive science loses its autonomy relative to neuroscience and
thus becomes redundant. With the Token Identity Theory cognitive
science gets its autonomy back, but loses the crucial identity criterion
for mental states. So, both theories fail in their different ways to
provide the kind of data cognitive science needs. According to
Bechtel, however, with functionalism cognitive science gets both
autonomy and the availability of data. This is still controversial
though. For how can it enjoy such a status when we no more have
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identity criteria for mentalistic causal roles than we have identity cri-
teria for mental states. Functionalism appears to flounder in just the
same way that Token Identity Theory seems to.

Thus, the availability of the kind of data cognitive science needs
still appears dubious to say the least. If that is right, if cognitive sci-
ence is in such an awkward epistemological position, it seems pru-
dent to be skeptical towards the ontological commitments that its
introduction of mental states carries with it.

SECOND REASON TO BE SKEPTICAL

If there were to be a theory that employed mental states and did a
better job of explaining human behavior than other theories in the
field, then that might be a reason for embracing such states. But, as we
saw, cognitive science purports to explain not human behavior but
human mental phenomena, such as attention, consciousness, imagery,
language, memory, perception, reasoning, etc. Thus, its success must be
judged relative to its ability to predict those mental phenomena. I have
suggested that it is not obvious that this success can be evaluated since
the availability of data about mental phenomena is still a controversial
issue. If that is true, a healthy skepticism regarding cognitive science's
ontological commitments seems entirely warranted.

One could object, as briefly noted earlier, that if the lack of data
about mental states militates against introducing them into our
ontology, the lack of data about numbers, for instance, should mili-
tate against the introduction of numbers into our ontology. This
would reduce my position to absurdity. However, I have not pre-
sented the lack of data about mental states as an argument against the
introduction of mental states perse, but only against the legitimacy of
the cognitive science on which many rely to advocate the introduc-
tion of mental states into our ontology. An important difference
between numbers and mental states is that mental states are posited
by a relatively recent and epistemologically problematic discipline,
whereas numbers are posited by many different theories and more
solidly established ones.

The numbers—mental states parallel is interesting, for it raises the
question of the conditions under which we admit some entities into
our ontology. In order to be taken as real, is it enough for an entity to
be posited by a theory currently admitted as the best theory in the
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field? It might not be taken to be enough if we hold a holistic view of
science. I think that it is not enough, and that is my second reason to
be skeptical about the introduction of mental states based on their
usage by cognitive science.

Michael Friedman provides the key elements with which to defend
this skeptical position. In "Theoretical Explanation" he is interested
in how the procedure of theoretical explanation is linked to the
postulation of theoretical entities.39 What follows is my interpretation
of those of Friedman's views that I take to be relevant to our present
discussion. There are two extreme views towards theoretical entities
that we need to avoid. According to the first, the positivist view, we
should never believe in theoretical entities. Theoretical entities are
mere "convenient devices for generating their actual empirical con-
sequences. Indeed, apart from this role, theoretical entities have no
'physical reality' whatsoever."40 According to this anti-realistic view,
the relationship between theory and observation is one of repre-
sentation and the theoretical entities posited by the theory have only
a mathematical "reality."

The other extreme view consists in saying that we should admit as
real the theoretical entities of a theoretical explanation "whenever it is
the best available explanation."41 This second attitude, Friedman argues,
is too liberal and cavalier, for it implies that we must admit the the-
oretical entities of a theory whenever that theory is the only available
explanation of some phenomenon, and thus even if it is a bad
explanation.42

In order to avoid both extreme attitudes Friedman suggests that we
focus on unifying power:

I believe that the key to this account is a property of theoretical
structure which has often been noticed in the philosophical litera-
ture, although not, I think, with the proper emphasis: namely, its
unifying power. A good fruitful theoretical structure does not serve
simply to provide a model for the particular phenomenon it was
designed to explain; rather, in conjunction with other pieces of
theoretical structure, it plays a role in the explanation of many other
phenomena as well. . . .

Now it is extremely important to see that the point of this kind of
theoretical unification is not merely aesthetic, but also results in our
picture of the world being much better confirmed than it otherwise
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would be. For a theoretical structure that plays a role in theoretical
explanations in many diverse areas picks up confirmation from all
these areas. The hypotheses that collectively describe the molecular
model of a gas of course receive confirmation via their explanation
of the behavior of gases. But, in addition, they also receive con-
firmation from all the other areas in which they are applied: from
chemical phenomena, thermal and electrical phenomena, nuclear
phenomena, planetary phenomena, and so on and so forth.43

Suppose that the process of confirmation works something like this.
Each time a theoretical hypothesis figures in the explanation of
some observable phenomenon it receives a "boost" in its degree of
confirmation. . . .

[W]e should . . . accept a particular piece of theoretical structure
when, and only when, it has received sufficient "boosts" in its degree
of confirmation via its use in many different explanations.44

Using Friedman's theoretical framework and what has been said in the
previous section, we can make the following remarks about the intro-
duction of mental states by cognitive science. It seems hard to believe in
the "world" of mental states that cognitive science creates, for several
reasons. It is in order to explain mentalistic phenomena that cognitive
science postulates mental states and processes. And, as we saw in the
last section, the attempts to link those mentalistic phenomena to other
types of phenomena (e.g. cerebral or behavioral) are still unconvin-
cing and controversial. Indeed, it is not yet established how cognitive
science could succeed in relating mental states to other kinds of
phenomena. When mental states are different from neurophysiologi-
cal states, they lack an identity criterion; and when they are identical
with those neurophysiological states, cognitive science seems redun-
dant relative to neuroscience. When mental states are described in
terms of behavioral dispositions, cognitive science becomes redun-
dant relative to the behaviorist accounts. Thus, the "world" of mental
states created by cognitive science has up to now failed to play a
unifying role and failed to get a boost of confirmation via its use in
many different theoretical areas. Although mental states might appear
useful theoretical entities from the point of view of cognitive science,
they do not appear as such from a more global perspective. In fact,
we can ask, as Friedman suggests, whether there is genuine explana-

1 2 9
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tion (whether we really learn something new) when mental states are
used to explain mentalistic phenomena, when there is no link
established (otherwise than by mere assumption) between different
types of phenomena that we had otherwise thought to be unrelated.

Friedman suggests that the best available explanation of a phe-
nomenon may nevertheless be a poor account if it has no unifying
power, or if it leads us away from an increase in unifying power. If he
is right, we can say that even if cognitive science's theories of cog-
nition were taken to be the best available for now, they are not good
theories insofar as they lead us away from a unified conceptual
scheme. The lack of unifying power of mental states is a point against
the theory that posits them. Thus, instead of saying that we should
admit mental states because they are posited by the best available the-
ory of cognition, we should be skeptical towards the theory that
posits them because they lead us away from an increase in unifying
power. As we saw in the last section, mental states do not fruitfully
interact with other theoretical structures. Nor do they get a boost of
confirmation via the explanation of different phenomena, since mental
states are posited to explain only mental phenomena.

Let's come back to the numbers—mental entities analogy. Numbers
have great unifying power, for they fruitfully interact with other the-
oretical structures and receive a boost of legitimacy via their use in
many different explanations. Mental states, on the other hand, have a
more limited applicability. Numbers are used in all the disciplines that
care to quantify, that is, disciplines in both the natural sciences and the
humanities. On the other hand, mental entities are used in accounts of
phenomena related only to human beings (though sometimes,
depending on the mentalistic processes treated, related also to animals
and machines). The contrast between the utility of numbers and mental
states is obvious, but other cases can be found. For instance, the
number of phenomena potentially explicable by cells and physical parts
is much greater than the number of phenomena that mental states
could explain. It surely counts heavily against postulating mental
entities if doing so leads us towards a less unified conceptual scheme.

CONCLUSION

Quine argues that there is an asymmetry between the case of trans-
lation manuals and that of theories: whereas there are no entities
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(there is no reality) about which translation manuals can be right or
wrong, there are entities about which physicalistic theories, for
instance, are right or wrong. One of the denials of this asymmetry is
nowadays based on the alleged success of cognitive science. Now that
cognitive science proposes theories that posit mental states, there
might seem to be no reason to deny any fact of the matter, no reason
to disallow a reality that would determine uniquely the choice among
rival translation manuals. I have proposed two reasons to be skeptical
towards the introduction of mental states. If these two reasons are not
totally convincing to the advocates of cognitive science, they con-
stitute, at least, an important basis for further discussion.

In one last recapitulation: The first reason to be skeptical towards
the introduction of mental states by cognitive science is that it
encounters a serious epistemological problem. This problem lies in
the puzzle as to where data of the kind cognitive science needs could
possibly come from. It seems that for mental states to be identifiable,
they must be identified either with neurophysiological states or with
behavioral dispositions. But either way, cognitive science lacks the
autonomy its proponents claim for it. On the other hand, if the
autonomy of cognitive science is granted, by distinguishing mental
states from the neurophysiological and the behavioral, any identity
criterion for mental states is thereby given up. If that is true, and the
availability of the data needed by cognitive science is as dubious as I
have argued, we are required to be most skeptical towards it and
towards its ontological commitments. The second reason for such
skepticism is that the introduction of mental states into our ontology
seems to lead us away from a unified conceptual scheme. We have
seen that mental states do not appear to fit well in our more global
materialistic framework. So, if we agree with Friedman that genuine
explanation requires the linkage of a variety of different phenomena
that seem otherwise unrelated, mental states appear, at least thus far,
to fall far short of the viability of the more robust theoretical entities
central to science.

Finally, I want to lay stress on the fact that the reasons to be
skeptical about mental states presented in this chapter are not a priori.
They depend on empirical findings. In the first case I stress the
unavailability of a proper kind of data for cognitive science. In the
second, I focus on the empirical consequences of the postulation of
mental states, arguing that these consequences must be relevant
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across a large chunk of our conceptual scheme, not simply within
those of a local theory or local set of theories such as those of cog-
nitive science.
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CHAPTER 1 2

CONCLUSION

CONTRI BUTION

With this book I hope to have contributed to the discussion about
the asymmetry between indeterminacy of translation and under-
determination of theory in the following ways.

The analysis proposed in Chapters 2 and 3 was intended to help
clarify Quine's notion of fact of the matter, which is not all that clear
in Quine's texts. Apart from some explicit claims to the effect that the
notion is ontological, physicalistic, and naturalistic, Quine does not
provide his readers with a direct account of the notion. In order to
grasp his notion of fact of the matter, readers have been obliged to
make for themselves multiple links with the particularities of Quine's
positions on physicalism, ontology, and naturalism. In addition to
coping with that difficulty, readers trying to grasp Quine's notion of
fact of the matter might wonder why Quine insists on talking of
factuality and fact of the matter whereas he also claims to prefer
talking about extralinguistic reality in terms of objects. Moreover,
since Quine has said that factuality and truth are relative to a theory,
his readers may wonder what difference Quine sees between ascrip-
tions of truth and ascriptions of factuality, and what relation there is
between the two. In Chapters 2 and 3 I addressed those difficulties
and put together what I take to be the relevant information for a
precise understanding of Quine's notion of fact of the matter. I have
organized all of those elements to produce what I hope is a clear
account of Quine's notion of fact of the matter and of its relations
with some others of Quine's concepts.
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In order to judge the contribution of Chapters 4 through 6, let me
recall that, according to my reading of the debate, it is Follesdal who
has accomplished the last and most interesting progress in the dis-
cussion of the asymmetry between underdetermination of theory and
indeterminacy of translation. So if someone wants to enter the debate
he or she should pick it up where Follesdal has left it. This, then, is
what I attempted to do in Chapters 4 through 6. The account that I
proposed in those chapters is in line with Follesdal's. My conclusions
are his. What my account adds is, first, a review of Quine's many
variations in his formulations of indeterminacy of translation. I
concluded that these variations are not of substantive importance, for
the core of the thesis remains constant. However, the reader might
judge that those variations are important enough to explain the
confusion that has been cleared away by Follesdal. Thus, my review
of the variations within the formulations of the indeterminacy thesis
is of value insofar as it contributes to an understanding of the con-
fusion surrounding indeterminacy of translation and its asymmetry
with underdetermination of theory. In Chapter 4,1 also review many
passages where Quine argues for indeterminacy of translation. In
doing so, I add to Follesdal's account the following elements. First, I
provide textual evidence that Quine's argumentation moved on from
an insistence on physicalism to an insistence on behaviorism exclu-
sively, and I retrace the textual evolution of the argumentation. Sec-
ond, and more importantly, I show that, although Quine's
argumentation for indeterminacy changed in regard to the impor-
tance it assigned to physicalism, his behaviorism, the crucial element,
was there from the start. Thus, I have concluded that this change in
argumentation is not a drastic change, for despite the fact that beha-
viorism was not what Quine at first emphasized, it was part of the
argumentation from the beginning, and was what really entailed
indeterminacy. Even if he did not fully acknowledge it as such, the
behavioristic approach to language already adopted by Quine was the
source of the indeterminacy. Moreover, I point out that the change is
not a drastic one because it is a change in the arguments for the
thesis, not in the content of the thesis. Third, what I have tried to add
to Follesdal's clarification of the fact that only behaviorism (not
physicalism) pertains to the issue, is an evaluation of what this
acknowledgement means for the relations between neurology and
semantics, and between mentalism and semantics. Finally, I also show
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that, even if we must acknowledge that Quine changed his argu-
mentation for the indeterminacy of translation thesis and its asymmetry
with underdetermination of theory, he has defended the asymmetry
itself from the start. Thus, clarifying Quine's arguments does not
entail a change in the positions we must attribute to him. But F0I-
lesdal's contribution is very important anyway, for greater clarity
about the issues might provoke more fruitful discussions.

In reviewing critics' and commentators' views on the asymmetry in
Chapters 7 through 10, I have sought, of course, to provide an over-
view of the major contributions to the discussion, but also to defend
Quine against common misreadings of his texts. At the same time, I
hope to have treated the texts of Rorty, Chomsky, Friedman, Folles-
dal, and Gibson with due respect and attention, for I think that these
texts, despite the criticisms I have made of them, all have the merit of
indicating some weaknesses in Quine's texts. In other words, I think
that, although it is possible to offer a solid defense of Quine against
the critiques made by the previously mentioned authors, these
authors, I suppose, did not make the mistakes they have made with-
out good reason (in the next section, I will try to see where this
supposition leads us). In Chapter 11 I discussed the denial of the
asymmetry based on the promises of cognitive science, and I sug-
gested some reasons to be skeptical about this denial.

CONCESSIONS

Perhaps, then, the commentators' readings of the notion of fact of the
matter and of the indeterminacy thesis indicate points where Quine
could have done better. Not that he could have been more precise on
the point of his indeterminacy thesis, for, as we saw in Chapter 5,
Quine has repeatedly and explicitly expressed his point. However, his
treatment of the notion of fact of the matter itself could have been
clearer. As I have argued, although Quine explicitly says that his
notion is physicalistic, ontological, and naturalistic, one must have a
deep understanding of his positions on physicalism, ontology, and
naturalism in order to grasp what that means. For instance, as we have
seen, Gibson has shown that, with their reading of the notion of fact
of the matter, Chomsky and Rorty have overlooked Quine's naturalism.
But one must appreciate that Quine's naturalism involves a robust
realism, if one is to benefit fully from Gibson's rebuttal of Rorty's and



C O N C L U S I O N 1 37

Chomsky's epistemological reading of the issue. Thus, in his treatment
of the notion of fact of the matter, Quine has left to the reader the task
of making for himself the links with physicalism, ontology, naturalism,
and realism. I think that this is a huge task. I have asked his com-
mentators for charity for Quine throughout the book. I take a few lines
here to ask charity for those commentators themselves.

Another of Quine's moves that has contributed to the confusion
surrounding the indeterminacy of translation thesis and its asym-
metry with underdetermination of theory is the fact that, at first,
Quine invokes physicalism in his defense of indeterminacy whereas,
in the end, he acknowledges that physicalism is in fact irrelevant to
this argumentation and that linguistic behaviorism suffices to entail
indeterminacy of translation. The fact that Quine at first put the
emphasis on physicalism (see Chapter 4) might have led such readers
as Friedman and Gibson to overestimate the importance of Quine's
physicalism in the debate over asymmetry.

Another element—which is not to be imputed to Quine but which
has doubtless contributed to the confusion over asymmetry—is the
fact that Quine has epistemological reasons for adopting the oncological
position that the indeterminacy of translation thesis constitutes. Thus,
even if it is a mistake to take the content of the indeterminacy thesis as
being epistemological, philosophers such as Chomsky and Rorty, and
maybe Follesdal in his 1973 article, are not wrong in thinking that
epistemological considerations are relevant to the issue. Indeed, Qui-
ne's arguments for indeterminacy are of an epistemological nature: he
invokes the data available for semantics. Moreover, a close look at some
passages where Quine defends indeterminacy of translation shows
that the text can easily lead readers to think that the issue is episte-
mological. In "Epistemology Naturalized,"1 for instance, Quine's
defense of indeterminacy of translation does not mention ontology
or fact of the matter. Quine rather uses expressions such as those
italicized in the following passages (italics added):

There will be no justification for pairing off the component English
sentences with component Arunta sentences, except as these corre-
lations make the translation of the theory as a whole come out right.2

Insofar, there can be no ground for saying which of two glaringly
unlike translations of individual sentences is right.3
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If we recognize with Peirce that the meaning of a sentence turns
purely on what would count as evidence for its truth, and if we
recognize with Duhem that theoretical sentences have their evi-
dence not as single sentences but only as larger blocks of theory, then
the indeterminacy of translation of theoretical sentences is the nat-
ural conclusion.4

With expressions such as "justification," "ground," "evidence," the
reader may easily be led to think that indeterminacy of translation
expresses an epistemological lack rather than an ontological one.
Thus, a reader who read only "Epistemology Naturalized" for an
understanding of indeterminacy of translation would have little clue
that what Quine has in mind is an ontological claim. That article
rather emphasizes the verification theory of meaning. If the reader
already realizes that the indeterminacy claim is ontological when he
reads "Epistemology Naturalized," he will read the appropriate claim
between the lines, but it must be conceded that not all of Quine's
discussions of indeterminacy of translation are clear on the fact that
the issue is ontological, much less on what that means. In other
words, in the light of some passages of Quine's texts, it is easy to
understand why some readers have mistaken the epistemological
arguments for indeterminacy of translation for the content of the
thesis itself.

INTEREST

Why and for whom does Quine's discussion of indeterminacy of
translation and underdetermination of theory matter?

Underdetermination of theory and indeterminacy of translation
should matter to scientists and philosophers. The asymmetry between
the two theses should matter also, for one who does not see the
asymmetry between the two theses simply does not grasp at least one
of them. Underdetermination of theory should matter to any scientist
or philosopher interested in the link between evidence and theory. As
we have seen, underdetermination of theory is a consequence of the
fact that the links between observation and theory are flexible and
fragmentary What about indeterminacy of translation? One might be
tempted to say that indeterminacy of translation has a more limited
interest, and that it matters only to scientists and philosophers who
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are particularly interested in meaning. As we have seen, indetermi-
nacy of translation appears in the context of the thought experiment
of radical translation, and its point is to argue against the reification
of meanings. Moreover, as Quine points out in the following passage,
the. field linguist, or the one with broad semantic purposes, is interested
not in translation but rather in interpretation:

Translation is not the field linguist's goal. His goal is to command
the native language and perhaps to teach it, whether for reasons of
ethnography and philology or simply to implement fluent dialogue
and successful negotiation with the natives. His undertaking,
broader than translation, is interpretation. An untranslatable sentence,
such as the one about neutrinos, can still be interpreted, and that
indeed is how we have learned it ourselves. For broadly semantic
purposes, as Donald Davidson appreciates, interpretation is the
thing. Translation is the narrower project, pertinent specifically to
my concern over the fancied concepts of proposition and sameness
of meaning.5

In this spirit, Quine explains, indeterminacy does not appear in
practice, for, in practice, we apply the principles of interpretation:

The indeterminacy of translation is unlikely to obtrude in practice,
even in radical translation. There is good reason why it should not.
The linguist assumes that the native's attitudes and ways of thinking
are like his own, up to the point where there is contrary evidence. He
accordingly imposes his own ontology and linguistic patterns on the
native wherever compatible with the native's speech and other
behavior, unless a contrary course offers striking simplifications. We
could not wish otherwise.6

Thus, indeterminacy of translation concerns the interlinguistic case,
and it does not obtrude in ordinary practice, for, in such practice, we
rather interpret. Moreover, as we saw in the Introduction, inde-
terminacy of translation is interesting primarily in the context of the
project of replacing traditional epistemology—based on translational
reduction of knowledge to the language of observation and logico-
mathematical auxiliaries—by a naturalized epistemology.

Thus, the lesson seems to be that, on the street, we can continue to
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talk about meanings but that we must remember that meanings as
entities cannot be seriously postulated within a scientific approach to
meaning: "The word 'meaning' is indeed bandied as freely in lex-
icography as in the street, and so be it. But let us be wary when it
threatens to figure as a supporting member of a theory"7 For all these
reasons, one can conclude that indeterminacy of translation has an
interest that is limited to philosophical and scientific discussions
about meaning.

There is, however, a consideration about indeterminacy of trans-
lation that should interest anybody who has even only broad semantic
interests. It is the fact that indeterminacy of translation happens also
at home:

I have directed my indeterminacy thesis on a radically exotic lan-
guage for the sake of plausibility, but in principle it applies even to
the home language. For given the rival manuals of translation
between Jungle and English, we can translate English perversely
into English by translating it into Jungle by one manual and then
back by the other.8

Thus, indeterminacy of translation is not only of interest in relation to
the empiricist project of a translational reduction of all knowledge to
the language of observation and logico-mathematical auxiliaries, or in
relation to narrow scientific and philosophical talk about meaning,
synonymy, etc. Indeed, we can not only present the point of the
indeterminacy of translation thesis as a critique of translational
reduction, synonymy, and the reification of meanings, we can also
present it by saying that indeterminacy of translation shows us that we
cannot tell what people mean independently of a chosen translation
manual. For all that is observable is what people actually say, which
we always translate; an arbitrary decision is made on our part, in our
own ways of talking, whether we share the same language or not.

Translation is fine and should go on. [My view] occasions no crisis
in linguistics such as the antinomies occasioned in set theory. What
[my view] does occasion, if grasped, is a change in prevalent atti-
tudes toward meaning, idea, proposition. And in the main the sad
fact is, conversely, that [my view] escapes recognition precisely
because of the uncritical persistence of old notions of meaning, idea,
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proposition. A conviction persists, often unacknowledged, that our
sentences express ideas, and express these ideas rather than those,
even when behavioral criteria can never say which. There is the
stubborn notion that we can tell intuitively which idea someone's
sentence expresses, our sentence anyway, even when the intuition is
irreducible to behavioral criteria. This is why one thinks that one's
question "What did the native say?" has a right answer independent
of choices among mutually incompatible manuals of translation.9

These considerations should interest even laypersons, for any lay-
person should be happy to do away with a misconception linked to
communication, that is, "the stubborn notion that we can tell intui-
tively which idea someone's sentence expresses, our sentence anyway,
even when the intuition is irreducible to behavioral criteria." Insofar
as communication matters to them, even laypersons should be
interested in the fact that we cannot tell intuitively just what idea
someone's sentence expresses. The acknowledgment of the relativity
of our attributions of what someone's sentence expresses to a choice
among manuals of translation that might be many, and even incom-
patible, should induce in anybody a certain prudence in his or her
expectations of communication. Indeterminacy of translation tells us
that what people mean is not something, that it is not an object in our
world; all we have access to is what people actually say. Thus, com-
munication happens, but it might not be as "deep" as we ordinarily
think. For there is no sense to the question of the quality of com-
munication over and above overt behavior. As Quine says, "[w]ho is
to say to what degree we talk past one another between check-
points?"10 Laypersons might be interested to consider that there is
nothing more to communication than uniformity of verbal behavior,
and that there is no exchanging of things like thoughts, ideas, or
meanings in communication. Quine says:

The uniformity that unites us in communication and belief is a
uniformity of resultant patterns overlying a chaotic subjective
diversity of connections between words and experience. Uniformity
comes where it matters socially; hence rather in point of inter-
subjectively conspicuous circumstances of utterance than in point of
privately conspicuous ones.11
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These considerations, it seems to me, affect our ordinary conceptions
of not only communication, but also of understanding and expressiveness.
In fact, insofar as we read indeterminacy of translation as claiming
the impossibility of individuating not only meanings, but also any
other kind of intensional entities or mental contents, the ordinary
conception of the mind itself is importantly affected.

It might seem an exaggeration to say that laypersons should be
interested in indeterminacy of translation, even under the last
description I have provided. Some might think that the abandon-
ment of the ordinary conceptions of meaning and of the mind is too
much of a sacrifice for laypersons. But saving the ordinary concep-
tions of meaning and of the mind requires that we postulate trans-
lation as determinate; yet the fact is, at least if Quine is right, that
indeterminacy of translation is justified and determinacy of transla-
tion is not. Thus, one has the choice. Either one prefers to save the
ordinary conceptions of meaning and of the mind, supposing
wrongly that translation is determinate, or one accepts indeterminacy
of translation and supposes that even one's non-philosopher fellows
deserve the actual best account of the moment.
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