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of the metaphysical realist's position, a position which has occupied Putnam's think-
ing more than any other philosophical stance. I describe how Putnam pursues a charge
of self-refutation against the metaphysical realist and against the proponent of a
fact/value dichotomy, a charge whicfx assumes dialectical significance. So it is that the
self-refuting nature of these positions is linked to their unintelligibility. My con-
clusion relates Putnam's dialectical project to his wider philosophical ambitions,
ambitions which arc influenced in large part by Wittgensteinian considerations.
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Introduction: delimiting Putnamian dialectic

Since his 1978 publication Meaning and the Moral Sciences, Hilary Putnam
has consistently expressed dissatisfaction with his former position of
metaphysical realism. This critical phase in Putnam'’s thinking, a phase
which has been ongoing for some twenty years, is essentially dependent on
a dialectical mode of inquiryl. In this way, Putnam has become increas-
ingly concerned with examining the structure of entire philosophical con-
troversies. As part of this examination, he is interested in how the thesis
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and counter-thesis of particular philosophical disputes tend to share similar
presuppositions. He is also interested in how we go about refuting philo-
sophical positions and, in particular, in the terms of criticism that we use
in such refutations. So it is that Putnam sets out to demonstrate the unintel-
ligibility, not the falsity, of the metaphysical realist's claims (The notion
of unintelligibility is central to the following discussion. A proposition,
statement or theoretical claim is unintelligible when the aconceptual per-
spective of a metaphysical standpoint is presupposed by that proposition,
etc. From within this standpoint we lack the concepts that are required in
order to confer sense upon (hence, the unintelligibility of) such proposi-
tions, etc.)

This 'dialectical turn' has resulted in the rejection of many of Putnam's
own proposals -functionalism is a case in point- and has revealed yet other
philosophical positions to be incoherent, positions to which precritical
Putnam was himself commirtted. Yet it would be a mistake to describe
this dialectical method solely in terms of its most readily apparent fea-
ture, that of the criticism of these various philosophical positions. To ap-
preciate the mistaken nature of such a description, it will be necessary to
circumscribe the domain of Putnam’s dialectic. In doing so, I will be re-
constructing the details of a method which has until recently remained
largely implicit in Putnam’s philosophy. :

I described above how Putnam's dialectical method is in part a criti-
cism of philosophical theories. Moreover, Putnam's challenge to philo-
sophical theories comes from one who wishes to remain uncommitted (for
good reasons, as we shall see) to both the thesis and counter-thesis of a par-
ticular dispute. At the same time, however, the type of dialectical inquiry
that Putnam pursues moves beyond this criticism of theories in a number of
ways. Firstly, it exposes illusions of thought to which we are subject, illu-
sions which arise when we mistakenly believe that we have given a sense to
the words used to frame philosophical 'problems’. In this way, Putnam is
concerned to challenge the intelligibility of the metaphysical realist's
claims, claims which achieve a metaphysical inflation of platitudes such as
'language represents the external world'. This challenge proceeds on the ba-
sis that no non-metaphysical sense has been given to the words 'language’,
‘represents’ and 'world'".

A similar purpose underlies the procedure of Wittgenstein's philosophy.
Wittgenstein is standardly credited with what Jaakko Hintikka has called
a view of language as the universal medium (Hintikka's 'language as the
universal medium' and 'language as calculus’ distinction is a development
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of an earlier distinction in the work of Jean van Heijenoort between 'logic
as language' and 'logic as calculus'). As Hintikka portrays this view, it ap-
pears to have similarities to the conception of language that is central to
Putnam's dialectical method, a conception which disavows the attempt to
discuss issues such as the reference of language to the world from within the
aconceptual perspective of a metaphysical standpoint:

{...) one cannot as it were look at one's language from outside and describe it, as one
can do to other objects that can be specified, referred to, described, discussed, and
theorized about in language. The reason for this alleged impossibility is that one
can use language to talk about something only if one can rely on a given definite
interpretation, a given network of meaning relations obtaining between language
and the world. Hence one cannot meaningfully and significantly say in language
what these meaning relations are, for in any attempt to do so one must already pre-
suppose them (Hintikka and Hintikka 1986, pp. 1-2).

The ineffability of semantics which derives from the conception of lan-
guage as the universal medium ("the gist of this view of language as the uni-
versal medium lies in the thesis of the ineffability of semantics" (1986, p. 2;
emphasis in original)) is taken by Hintikka and others to be the motivation
for the say/show distinction which is standardly attributed to Wittgen-
stein:

The firsc main thesis of this chapter is that Wittgenstein's attitude to the ineffa-
bility of semantics was rather like Frege's. Wittgenstein had, in both his carly and
his late philosophy, a clear and sweeping vision of how language and the world are
connected with each other. Like Frege, he did not think that rhis vision could be
expressed in language. Unlike Frege, the young Wittgenstein nevertheless believed
that he could convey his vision by an oblique use of language. This nonliteral, sec-
ondary employment of language he had to consider as something different from
saying what the semantics of our language is. This is the origin (..) of Wittgen-
stein’s notion of showing as distinguished from saying (Hintikka and Hincikka
1986, p. 2; emphases in original).

However, this say/show distinction presupposes the existence of certain
limits on our language ("There [in the 7ractatus] the limits of language are
connected explicitly with the doctrine of showing” (1986, p. 17)), limits
the illusory nature of which it is now Putnam’s concern to demonstrate.
Putnam's claim is that, contrary to standard interpretation, the Wittgen-
stein of the Tractatus is concerned not with advancing theses about the logi-
cal structure of language (given, on this standard interpretation, the ineffa-
bility (inexpressibility) of semantics, the logical structure or syntax of
language is the only thing that can be discussed), but with revealing the non-
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sensical nature of such theses. Central to this activity -and I use the word
‘activity' advisedly, for this is how Wittgenstein characterises philosophy-
is an elucidatory strategy, one which reveals how we are prone to believe
that we have given meaning to some or all of the constituent parts of a
proposition (in this case, propositions concerning the logical structure of
language) when we have not done so. Wittgenstein captures this thought in
5.4733 of the Tractatus by saying that if a sentence "has no sense, that can
only be because we have failed to give a meaning to some of its constituent
parts. (Even if we believe that we have done so)".

In describing this first feature of Putnam's dialectical method, [ am de-
scribing what is, in effect, the content of this method. For Putnam, a cen-
tral strategy in the task of exposing illusions of thought consists in a type
of self-refutation criticism. This criticism challenges the intelligibility of
certain theoretical conceptions of truth and rationality through a demon-
stration of the incoherence of those conceptions when they are examined
against the various argumentative, descriptive and explanatory practices
needed to establish them. In each such criticism, the emphasis on practice
is intended to reveal a form of rationality which is excluded from the par-
ticular theoretical conception of the case, but in the absence of which no
sense can be made of that conception. What makes it seem that these theo-
retical conceptions are even possible is the conviction that we can assume a
metaphysical standpoint, a standpoint from within which we take ourselves
to be attributing significance to those conceptions when in fact this is not
the case -this standpoint lacks the concepts which are necessary for the mak-
ing of such attributions. On the dialectical view that I am developing the
assumption of a metaphysical standpoint is intimately associated with the
activity of theorising. For theorising, at least within the context of philo-
sophical discussions, consists in the attempt to fully circumscribe concepts
such as rationality and reference, that is, to describe these concepts without
in turn presupposing these concepts, an undertaking which derives the sem-
blance of possibility from within a metaphysical standpoint, that is, from
within a standpoint which does not presuppose rationality. [ return to these
issues in subsequent discussion. For the moment, I examine two other dis-
tinctive features of Putnam's dialectical method.

The second and third features of Putnam's dialectic can be demon-
strated by means of a comparison of that dialectic with aspects of Frege's
thought. Putnam's dialectic assumes the role of a propaedeutic, a type of
preparatory activity undertaken prior ro philosophy, with the purpose of
circumscribing the appropriate domain of study for philosophy. (As stated
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here, the features of this propaedeutic have been left deliberately undevel-
oped to permit a comparison of this propaedeutic with the view of Frege).
When Frege discusses elucidation it is with such a propaedeutical role in
mind. In this way, Frege intends his elucidations to convey the logical dis-
tinctions which form the basis of his Begriffsschrift (concept-notation).
However, these same elucidations cannot be expressed as part of the Be-
griffsschrift -they are strictly transitional in nature. It is what these eluci-
dations give way to that provides the connection with the third feature of
Putnam's account, its avoidance of theory. When Frege rejects any role for
elucidations within his Begriffsschrift, he is in effect claiming that elucida-
tions have no place in the system of a science. In this way, Frege conceives
of two distinct types of activity, the one elucidation and the other the con-
struction of a formal language in which the logical relations of ordinary
language are rendered explicit. However, Putnam is anxious to avoid the
type of theoretical system-building which underlies Frege's Begriffsschrift.
As James Conant states in the introduction to Putnam's Words and Life,
"He [Putnam)] says that what he is offering should not be taken for a philo-
sophical theory in the traditional sense" (1994a, p. xi). Just what sense of
theory, if any, Putnam is prepared to countenance in philosophy is, at this
time, more properly a matter of speculation. What is clear, however, is
that Putnam is not content to rest with the Tractarian point that "The resule
of philosophy is not a number of 'philosophical propositions’, but to make
propositions clear” (4.112).

In order to elaborate upon the propaedeutical and theory-avoidance fea-
tures of Putnam's dialectic, I want to draw a distinction between the con-
text of this dialectical method and the outcome of this method. The notion
of context is central to the propaedeutical functioning of Putnam'’s dialec-
tic. To see this, consider again how this propaedeutical component of Put-
nam's account was introduced in the above discussion. There the role of this
component was described as one of circumscribing the appropriate domain
of study for philosophy. That domain, I now want to suggest, is character-
ised by a descriptive process in which concepts are shown to be essentially
interrelated and not, importantly, susceptible of any complete description
of their extent. Yet it is only by virtue of the criticism of a prior context of
inquiry, namely, that of the self-refutation arguments described earlier,
that the need for such a descriptive process becomes evident (self-refutation
arguments, I will demonstrate subsequently, reveal the conceptual depend-
ence of a circumscribed concept of rationality on a prior notion of ration-
ality, that is, on a notion of rationality which is not part of the circum-
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scribed  concept). The inquiry of this prior context eschews theory-
construction in favour of a form of critical philosophy. Moreover, this
critical philosophy is distinct in kind from the criticism which character-
ises traditional philosophical inquiry -it consists in criticism of the oppos-
ing positions of a philosophical debate in the absence of any prior com-
mitment on the part of the philosopher to either of those positions (it
should be noted that criticism from without a philosophical position is not
the same as criticism from without a conceptual scheme -the former type
of criticism is a description of the methodology of Putnamian dialectic,
while the latter type of criticism is a description of the kind of theorising
opposed by that dialectic). Now, while critical philosophy dominates this
initial context of inquiry, it seems that this same critical approach can
never be entirely lacking from the descriptive form of philosophical in-
quiry which is established as the outcome of Putnamian dialectic. For re-
gardless of the nature of this emergent inquiry, some ongoing assessment of
its intelligibility is required, such is the pervasiveness of the illusions of
thought to which we are subject in philosophy.

It can thus be seen that Putnamian dialectic functions by means of an in-
teraction of the content, the context and the outcome features of that
method. Undoubtedly, additional features of this method remain to be
discovered and developed. For the moment, however, I consider the de-
tails of this dialectical method such as they relate to the criticism of cer-
tain philosophical positions.

1. The factlvalue dichotomy

In his 1981 publication Reason, Truth and History, Putnam challenges a
number of dichotomies, dichotomies whose influence extends beyond
strictly philosophical concerns2. In relation to one such dichotomy, that of
fact and value, he describes his method of argument as follows:

The strategy of my argument is not going to be a new one. I'm going to rehabili-
tate a somewhat discredited move in the debate about fact and value, namely the
move that consists in arguing that the distinction is ar the very least hopelessly
fuzzy because factual statements themselves, and the practices of scientific inquiry
upon which we rely to decide what is and what is not a fact, presuppose values (p.

128).

Putnam relates the discredited nature of such a move to a 'protective
concession' advanced by the proponents of the dichotomy: "The defenders
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of the fact-value dichotomy concede that science does presuppose some
values, for example, science presupposes that we want truth, but argue that
these values are not ethical values” (p. 128). In demonstration of the inade-
quacy of this view, Putnam invites the reader to entertain the hypothesis
that we are all Brains in a Vat3:

1 want the reader to imagine that this crazy (and, I would claim, incoherent) the-
ory, the theory that we are all brains in a vac, is held not by an isolated lunacic, but
by virtually all the people in some large country, say, Australia. Imagine that in
Australia only a small minority of the people believe what we do and the great ma-
jority believe that we are Brains in a Vat. Perhaps the Australians believe this be-
cause they are all disciples of a Guru, the Guru of Sydney, perhaps. Perhaps when
we talk to them they say, 'Oh if you could talk to the Guru of Sydney and look into
his eyes and see what a good, kind, wise man he is, you too would be convinced.' And
if we ask, ‘But how does the Guru of Sydney know that we are brains in a vat, if the
illusion is as perfect as you say?,’ they might reply, 'Oh, the Guru of Sydney just
knows. (1981, p. 131).

Putnam has a clear aim in this context: to expound the presuppositions
of a scientific world view. This he achieves by bringing the scientist's view
into conflict with the distinctly unscientific perspective of the Brain-in-a-
Vatist. The scientist must defend his outlook in the presence of the vatist
and it is here that appeal is made to a number of methodological virtues.
Firstly, the vatist's world view lacks a certain coberence, the type of coher-
ence which can be shown to characterise the scientific viewpoint: "One of
the things that we aim at is that we should be able to give an account of
how we know our statements to be true” (p. 132). The vatist, however, has
no notion of coherence within his system:

The Australians, remember, have themselves postulated an illusion so perfect that
there is no rational way in which the Guru of Sydney can possibly £now that the be-
lief system which he has adopted and persuaded all the others to adopt is correct {p.

133).

Again, the vatist's world view lacks the comprehensiveness of the scientist’s
system:

Their belicf system (...) agrees with ours concerning what the laws of nature are in
the image but does it tell us whether or not the laws of nature that appear to hold in
the image are che laws of nature that actually hold outside the vac? If it fails o,
then ic lacks a certain kind of comprehensiveness which we aim after, for it does
not, even in its own terms, tell what the true and ultimate laws of nature are {p.

133).
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Finally, the vatist's world view is not functionally simple:

(...) the very fact that the Brain in a Vatist theory postulates all kinds of objects out-
side the vat which play no role in the explanation of our experiences, according to
the theory itself, makes it clear thac this is a case in which we can definicely say that
the maxim (...) 'don’t multiply entities without necessity is violated (p. 133).

I want to examine the dialectical nature of this case. For Putnam, the
values discussed in this context, in addition to other values not evident in
the present scenario, e.g. instrumental efficacy, build "a picture of science
as presupposing a rich system of values" (p. 134). These value presupposi-
tions, it was argued, enable the scientist to engage in discussion of his
world view -the scientist is able to give an account of how he knows his
statements to be true, of how the laws of nature represented by his theories
are the true laws of nature and of how the objects postulated by his theories
are essential to an explanation of his experiences. The vatist, on the other
hand, has no such access to rational discussion. He has envisaged an illusion
so perfect that the limits of his world view are coextensive with the limits
of discourse itself -the vatist is, after all, to have no means of knowing that
he is a brain in a vat. However, the circumscribed concept of rationality
which follows from this view precludes all discussion and understanding of
the vatist's position. In specific terms, the vatist cannot say how he knows
his statements to be true -to introduce the notion of a correspondence to re-
ality is, in fact, to invalidate the vatist's claim to be a brain in a vatd. Also,
the vatist is at a loss to explain the role played by the evil scientist5 in his
account -he cannot even think about the evil scientist if he is a brain in a vat.
And the laws which hold for him as a brain in a vat cannot be described or
explained in relation to any sort of reality outside of the vat -the vatist has
no access to this reality from his position within the vat. In each case, the
explanation and reflection involved requires a prior notion of rationality, a
form of rationality which exists apart from any attempted circumscription
of rationality. Yet such a prior notion is entirely lacking within the vatist's
account. Moreover, the vatist's problems do not end with a lack of rational
discussion of his position. In the absence of a prior notion of rationality it
is not even clear that there isa position to be discussed. The claim that we
are brains in a vat only constitutes a position for the vatist by virtue of the
fact that the context is one of an argumentative exchange with the scientist.
Had the purpose for which the claim was employed been different or, as is
currently being considered, had there been no purpose at all -in his pursuit
of an all-encompassing illusion the vatist wants to deprive us of a prior
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concept of purpose- then it is not clear in what sense the vatist could be said
to have a position. Lacking the related concept of purpose, the entire notion
of a position in this context begins to disintegrate.

However, the dialectical case against the vatist does not end here. The
vatist, it will be recalled, has envisaged an illusion so perfect that he has no
rationals way of knowing that he is a brain in a vat. In the same way, he can-
not be said to say or think that he is a brain in a vat. For his thought and as-
sertion occur within the vat, a position which precludes all reference to the
vat. To say or think the thesis 'we are brains in a vat' -in the only sense of
saying and thinking which is intelligible to us, that which involves reference
to an external world- requires that the vatist assume a position outside of
the vat. Then, however, it cannot be the case that the vatist 7sa brain in a vat.
The structure of a self-refutation argument is evident -if the statement that
we are brains in a vat is true, then the fact of our saying or thinking this
statement to be true shows that it must be false (reference to the state of af-
fairs represented by the thesis invalidates the thesis). Hence, it is false7.
For Putnam, the vatist's dilemma can be characterised as follows:

Could we, if we were brains in a vat in this way, say or think that we were? 1 am go-
ing to argue that the answer is 'No, we couldn't." In fact, I am going to argue r%mat
the supposition that we are actually brains in a var, although it violates no physical
law, and is perfectly consistent with everything we have experienced, cannot possi-
bly be true. /[t cannot possibly be true, because it is, in a certain way, self—refﬁting
(Putnam 1981, p. 7; emphases in original).

It thus emerges that the vatist is compelled by the presuppositions of his
own reflective practice to concede the incompleteness of his illusion. For
the vatist to say or think that he is a brain in a vat presupposes a relation of
reference to the vat. However, this same reference relation presupposes an
epistemological standpoint outside of the vat, a standpoint which invali-
dates the vatist's claim to be a brain in a vat8. Moreover, the outcome of
this dialectical criticism is a demonstration of the unintelligibility, not the
falsity, of the vatist's claim9. The vatist's illusion is so perfect that it en-
compasses all forms of rational discourse. In such a case, however, there is
no residual (prior) notion of rationality with which to make sense of the va-
tist's claim to be a brain in a vat. In fact, the notion of an epistemological
standpoint and of a residual form of rationality amount to one and the
same thing in this context -both ideas attest to the failure of the attempt to
describe rationality in a fully circumscribed way. For any account of ra-
tionality or, in the present case, any illusion intended to be coextensive

THEORIA - Segunda Epoca 245
Vol. 16/2, 2001, 237-268



Louise CUMMINGS THE DIALECTICAL THINKING OF HILARY PUTNAM

with rationality, must itself presuppose rationality. This conclusion turns
on a particular understanding of language "'use’, one which Putnam ateributes
to the later Wittgenstein, in which to describe the words in a language-
game (think of rationality as belonging to just such a language-game) re-
quires that we employ the words within that same game:

If one wants to talk of the use of the sentence "There is a coffee table in front of
me", one has to talk about seeing and feeling coffee tables, among other things. In
short, one has to mention percerving coffee tables (Putnam 1994a, p. 283).

In the same way that any account of perception must first make use of
perception language, so any account of rationality must first employ the
language of rationality, i.c. the language of the game in which rationality
has its home. Moreover, the decision to uproot the concept of rationality
from its language-game -the favourite pursuit of philosophers and cognitive
scientists!0 alike- is the decision which sets us on the route of attempting to
formulate a complete account of rationality, i.e. an account which does not
presuppose rationality. However, we cannot even make sense of a complete
description of rationality, for the reason that we lack the concepts needed
to make that description intelligible to us.

In the brains-in-a-vat scenario, the vatist rejects the notion of an episte-
mological standpoint in favour of a metaphysical standpoint. This stand-
point exists apart from all human concepts and from all modes of concep-
tualisation. It is, to use Putnam's term, a God's Eye point of view, a van-
tage point from which the whole of rational discourse can be surveyed
without in turn presupposing such discourse. The vatist believes that he can
assume this standpoint and, through doing so, that he can achieve the com-
pleteness of his illusion through the total subsumption of rationality within
that illusion. However, this completeness is achieved at the expense of the
intelligibility of the vatist's illusion. For in the absence of a prior notion of
rationality we cannot so much as make sense of this illusion. The unintelli-
gibility of the vatist's claim, now identified as a problem of perspective,
can only be adequately revealed through an understanding of the impulse to
that perspective. Therefore, I turn to an examination of this impulse, such
as it relates to the central metaphysical issue of realism.

2. Metaphysical realism

No single philosophical position has occupied Putnam'’s thinking more
than metaphysical realism. This long-standing engagement with the meta-
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physical realist provides fertile ground indeed for an examination of Put-
nam's dialectical method. Metaphysical realism is, as described by Put-
nam, "a bundle of intimately associated philosophical ideas about truth"
(1988, p. 107). Its assumptions are threefold. Firstly, there is a unique cor-
respondence relation between the propositions of language and features of
the external world. Secondly, there is One True Theory of this external
world or mind-independent reality. And thirdly, there is a commitment
to bivalence, such that each proposition of language must be cither true or
false. Putnam employs these assumptions of the metaphysical realist within
a model-theoretic or permutation argument.

LANGUAGE POSSIBLE POSSIBLE PERMUTATION
WORLDS INDIVIDUALS

EXTENSION

Notation

(1) <U;; Ry(i=1, 2,..., k)> Intended model of the language in W, relative to interpretation 1
@) P(Ry)#R;  PERMUTATION

(3) <U;; Pi(Ry) (i=1, 2,..., k)> INTERPRETATION ]

(4) Pi(Ry) # Ry PERMUTATION

(5) <Uj P(Ry) (i=1, 2,..., k)>
(6) <Uj Rii=1, 2,..., k)> } 1somorrHIC

Figure 1: MODEL-THEORETIC ARGUMENT
(based on Appendix, Putnam 1981)
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Central to this argument is a language which has been formalised. This
language contains a range of predicates which differ in their number of ar-
gument places. In this way, the language may contain monadic predicates,
such as x is fat; dyadic predicates, such as x is the father of y; and triadic
predicates, such as x is between y and z. This argument also employs a set
of possible worlds. This set contains the actual world which differs from
other possible worlds in that it is realised. Next, there is the set of possi-
ble individuals. U; represents all the individuals in the possible world W,
and equally, U; represents all the individuals in the possible world W;. Fi-
nally, there is extension, such that R; is the extension of the predicate F; in
the possible world W;. Equally, R,; is the extension of the predicate F, in
the possible world W,. Three terms are closely related in this context. The
first term is extension, the set of things that a predicate refers to in a single
possible world. Next there is the intension of a predicate. An intension of
a predicate is obtained when that predicate is assigned an extension in each
possible world. Finally, there is the interpretation of the language. An in-
terpretation is obtained when an intension has been assigned to every predi-
cate of the language. Figure 1 represents one interpretation of the language,
interpretation I. I want to look at a second interpretation of the language,
interpretation J. This second interpretation is the result of a permutation
performed on the set Uj. As can be seen from the interconnecting arrows on
the diagram, such a permutation will effect changes in the entire system,
such that the extension of F; in the possible world W, will no longer be R;;,
and the extension of F, in the possible world W, will no longer be R;. In
effect, a situation is created in which one and the same predicate has a dif-
ferent reference relation under each new interpretation of the language, to
the degree where F; can refer to the set of things which are bald under in-
terpretation I, the set of things which are fat under interpretation J, the set
of things which are red under interpretation K, and so on.

To demonstrate this further, imagine the case of the actual world in
which the cat is on the mat and the cherry is on the tree. In the actual world
the term 'cat’ refers to the set of cats and the term 'mat’ refers to the set of
mats. The statement "the cat is on the mat’ and the statement 'the cherry is
on the tree' are both true in the actual world. A permutation which maps the
set of cats onto the set of cherries and the set of mats onto the set of trees
has the effect of maintaining the original truth-value of each of the state-
ments (the different models of the language are, after all, isomorphic),
while altering the reference relations of their component terms -the term
'cat’ now refers to the set of cherries, etc. When this procedure is applied
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across all possible worlds for each of the sentences of the language, the re-
sult is a thoroughgoing indeterminacy of reference:

(..) there arc infinitely many admissible models of our language, i.e., infinitely
many models which satisfy all operational and theorecical constraines. If the enti-
ties that these models consist of are thought of as mind-independent discourse-
independent entities, then the claim thar just one of these models is the unique 'in-
tended’ model becomes utterly mysterious. Each of these models corresponds to a
reference relation. So there are infinitely many admissible reference relations, R,
Ry, Rs,... Someone who believes that just one of these, say Ry, really is the unique
real reference relation, the reference relation, believes that the word 'reference’ is
attached to Ry, (and not to Ry, Ry,...) with metaphysical glue (1983, p. 295; emphases
in original).

As Putnam sees it, the problem with metaphysical realism is that "ic
leaves us with no intelligible way to refute ontological relativity” (1994a,
p. 280). Yet we cannot accept ontological relativity, for we cannot even
make sense

of the idea that the world consists of objects any one of which is a quark in one ad-
missible model, the Eifféel Tower in a second admissible model (..) but is no
more intrinsically any one of these than any other (p. 280).

The paradoxical nature of a conclusion of ontological relativity is con-
strued by Putnam as a rejection of the position, metaphysical realism, that
led to that conclusion. In this way, Putnam is using his model-theoretic ar-
gument as a reductio argument against the metaphysical realist. Quine's re-
sponse to this indeterminacy in our own language is to 'choose as our man-
ual of translation the identity transformation, thus taking the whole lan-
guage at face value' and he has it in mind that "reference is then explicated
in disquotational paradigms analogous to Tarski's truth paradigm” (1990,
p. 52). A different response to this indeterminacy is given by Michael
Devitt (1984). For Devitt, the true relation of reference is itself a causal
connection which, for the purposes of the present analysis, is exemplified
by the relation R;; above. A more recent account, that of Jerry Fodor
(1990), appeals to counterfactuals to explain reference. Fodor's counterfac-
tuals express an asymmetrical dependence between truths of the form 'Xs
cause "cat" tokenings'. In this way, the referent of 'cat’ is arrived at through a
counterfactual of the form "If cats didn't cause "cat” tokenings, then (...)
(cat pictures, cat statues, the sound "meow”, and so on) wouldn't cause "cat”
tokenings either” (Putnam 1992, p. 38).
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When Devitt discusses causal relation it is with an explanatory role in
mind:

So his [the realist's] answer may include a sentence roughly like

Term x is causally related in way A to object y and to nothing else

as an explanation of another sentence

x refers to y and to nothing else

In such circumstances he will regard the reference of x as determinate {1984, p.

189).
Again:

We could have foretold that we would be able to find some causal relation between
the entities, because causal relations are ubiquitous. We need to sce the one we have
picked out as explanatorily special (1984, p. 87; emphasis in original).

The metaphysical realist is concerned to establish the following chain
of explanation. His aim is to explain the success of science in terms of the
reference of the theories of science to subsets of the totality of all objects.
His reductionism, particularly his predilection for physicalistic descrip-
tion, leads him to pursue an explanation of reference in terms of a causal re-
lation. However, it is Putnam's claim that no intelligible explanation of the
'facts of language’ -for example, that we often assert 'there is a castle in
view' just when there is a castle in view and not when an igloo is in view-
can proceed in the non-intentional manner typical of reductionist analy-
sis!l. An inrelligible explanation of reference must appeal to a notion of
epistemic priority, such that the explanans -in this case, a causal relation- ex-
hibits a greater degree of supportive warrant than the explanandum, here
the notion of reference. Warrant presupposes the concept of evidence, evi-
dence which is essential to the confirmation of the causal relation in this
context. Moreover, the evidence in support of this causal relation presup-
poses the satisfaction of certain standards of relevance to that relation.
Relevance is not an isolated notion, but one which is further dependent on
the concept of meaning -to understand the relevance of the evidence of the
present case is to understand the way in which the content of this evidence
bears upon the content of the causal relation. In short, a pattern of interrela-
tionships can be shown to exist for a range of such epistemic and normative
notions, a pattern which constitutes a complex network of these different
concepts.

However, it is just these normative and epistemic notions which are un-
available to the causal theorist. He is pursuing a reductionist analysis -an
account of the intentional from within the non-intentional- an essential fea-
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ture of which is its rejection of all things normative. With this rejection of
normativity and of the epistemic concepts described above comes the
causalist’s failure to provide an intelligible explanation of reference. For we
cannot even make sense of an explanation which, by its very nature, resists
description in terms of relevance, epistemic priority, and so on. The dia-
lectical significance of explanation in this context stems from its role in
Putnam's charge of self-refutation against the causalist. That charge results
from Putnam's application of the causal theorist's claims to a statement of
the causal theorist's own position. In this way, if it is true that reference is
(explained by) a causal relation, then at the very least a causal relation
should be capable of explaining the referential nature of that fact. However,
we have just seen the Utopian nature of such a demand -no causal relation
that is acceptable to the causalist can assume the essentially intentional
character of explanation. Yet causal theories must achieve exactly this much
if they are to continue in their role as an explanation of reference. For Put-
nam, the sense in which causal theories are self-refuting is that in order to
explain the reference of the claim 'reference is (explained by) a causal rela-
tion', the causalist must appeal to a notion of explanation which exceeds
description by a causal relation. In this way, reference cannot be (explained
by) a causal relation. Hence, it is false that reference is (explained by) a
causal relation. The causalist is confronted with the followmg option. He
can either conclude that his causal theory, lacking as it is in normative re-
sources, fails as an explanation of the referential relation of the aforemen-
tioned fact. Or he can successfully pursue an explanation of the referential
nature of this fact, but in doing so he is substituting a theory which differs
significantly from the causal one he wishes to advance.

In 1994, Putnam delivered the Dewey Lectures (Putnam, 1994b). These
lectures represented Putnam's most explicit formulation of the motivation
for the reductionism of causal theories of reference and, a fortiori, of
metaphysical realism itself (I say his most explicit formulation because
for a number of years prior to his presentation of the Dewey Lectures, Put-
nam had effectively been locating the source of the urge to reduce inten-
tionality in an interface conception of mind. For example, in The Many
Faces of Realism Putnam remarks

This is the famous picture, the dualistic picture of the physical world and its pri-
mary qualities, on the one hand, and the mind and its sense data, on the other, that
philosophers have been wrangling over since the time of Galileo, as Husser! says.
And it is Husserl's idea -as it was the idea of William James, who influenced
Husserl- that this picture is disastrous (1987, pp. 6-7)).
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For Putnam, causal theories are founded upon the mistaken assumption that
the facts of various scientific disciplines, be they hard or soft in nature,
have an informative light to shed on what has traditionally been described
as the problem of intentionality. With the presentation of his Dewey Lec-
tures, Putnam attempted to articulate further his dissatisfaction with the
metaphysical realist's position. The focus of his attention at this time
shifted from the scientific reductionism which motivates metaphysical re-
alism and the causalist response to the indeterminacy of reference, to the
question of why it seems that a reductionist approach is the only serious
contender when our inquiries turn to problems in the philosophy of mind.
Of course, eliminativists!2 like Stephen Stich and Richard Rorty would
deny such a claim -for these writers, intentional notions like reference and
reason can simply be eliminated. However, it is Putnam's claim that what
motivates the case of reductionism -what Putnam, following John McDow-
ell, has described as an interface conception of mind- similarly motivates
the case of eliminativism. Indeed, once one has accepted an interface con-
ception of mind, then one must either proceed by reducing intentionality
or explaining intentionality away.

To see this, consider how reference is accounted for within an interface
conception of mind. In his Dewey Lectures, Putnam (1994b) argues:

Early modern realism's philosophy of mind was an attempt to save some room for
our everyday descriptions while fully accepnng [the idea tEat our everyday descrip-
tions cannot ossan apply to the things "as they are in themselves"]. According to
this new philF())sophy of mind, our "experience” is entirely a matter taking p%acc
within the mind (or within the brain), within, that is to say, a rcalm conceived of
as "inside”, a realm where there are certainly no tables and chairs or cabbages or
kings, a realm so disjoint from what came to be called the "external” world that (as
Bcrieley insisted) it makes no sense to speak of any experience as resembling what
the experience is "of". Nevertheless, accordmg to those philosophers who were not
w1llmg to follow Berkeley into idealism, "external” things arc the causes of our

"inner’ experiences, and, whlle the person on the street is mistaken in thmkmg that
he or she "directly perceives” those things, still we "indirectly perceive” them, in
the sense ofhavmg experiences caused by them. Moreover, even color and warmth
and the other "secondary qualities” (as they came to be called) can be granted a de-
rivative sort of reality -they do not exist as "intrinsic properties” of the things "in
themselves", but they exist as "relational properties”, as dispositions to affect our
minds (or brains) in certain ways {pp. 468-469; emphases in original).

In the above passage Putnam describes a type of philosophical ‘solution’
to the "problem’ of explaining the relationship of perceptual experiences to
the physical world.13 Although seventeenth century in origin, this same ‘so-
lution' effectively exhausts the type of explanation that is traded within
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present-day philosophical accounts of intentionality. For while it is gener-
ally held that we can explain our perceptual interaction with the world us-
ing some suitably formulated causal mechanism, a similar mechanism is
presumed to operate within our talk of thoughts referring to features of re-
ality. Moreover, as part of these accounts it is argued that these causal rela-
tions (1) bridge the gulf brought about by the dualist's dichotomy of the
mental and the physical (a gulf over which our conceptual powers cannot
extend) and (2) secure a type of objectivity, in that both perceptual experi-
ence and the referential capacity of language are not the products of some
fanciful creation on our part, but are ultimately ‘caused’ by an external
world. Indeed, it is by virtue of these causal relations that we can assign
content to our thoughts and perceptual experiences -outside of these rela-
tions, thoughts and experiences are taken to exhibit syntactic structure only.
Putnam describes the varied nature of this interface of perception and con-
ception as follows:

In the tradition, these "interfaces” {...) were originally thought of as mental (..) It
is not, however, essential to an interface conception of either perception or concep-
tion that the inrerface be mental -in materiaﬁst versions, the interface can be a
brain process or brain state. In Quine's version of the interface conception of per-
ception, it is nerve endings on the surface of my body that play the role of the inter-
face. In the case of conception, the interface has recently been conceived of as con-
sisting of "marks and noises” (Rorty); although the interface is not literally "in-
side” us on this Rortian conception, it turns out to generate the same problematic
"gap" between thought and the world. (There is also a version -Fodor's- in which
the interface is sentences, but not sentences in a public language -matks and noises-
but in a language "inside” our brains, "mentalese”. This is a%(ind of combination
of the linguistic conception of the interface with the conception of the interface as
"inside the head"). (Unpublished lecture notes).

Within an interface conception of mind our cognitive powers extend as
far as an interface which is variously represented by sense data, qualia or, if
your interests are Quinean in nature, by the stimulation of the body's sur-
face neurons. In general, everything enclosed by this interface is of one
kind, a strictly mental realm, and everything beyond the interface is of a
quite different kind, physical relations devoid of all intentional character.
According to one version of this picture, that advanced by Jerry Fodor, in
order to explain how our thoughts can be about anything, one must first as-
sume the existence of syntactically characterised structures, mental entities
described in terms of their syntactic components. To this one must add a
semantics, physical relations which uniquely determine the truth-values of
each of the previously specified syntactic structures. It is by means of a re-
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duction to these physical relations that the causalist proposes to explain
reference. The eliminativist, sceptical of the prospect of a successful out-
come to this reductionist project, pursues an elimination of intentionality
itself. Motivating both responses in this context is the notion of an interface
between an inner mental realm and an outer physical world, an interface
which is bridged by a complete reduction of the mental to the physical in
the case of reductionism and which is explained away along with intention-
ality in the case of eliminativism.

This interface conception of our cognitive functioning has been, and con-
tinues to be, enormously influential, so much so that, as Putnam has argued,
it can come to seem like 'post-scientific common sense’. Notwithstanding
the appeal of this picture, the interface conception of mind is inherently un-
intelligible. Its unintelligibility stems from a certain metaphysical stand-
point, one which assumes that we can compare thought and’ language with
reality in itself. For Putnam, the notion of a mind-independent reality, a
reality described 'in itself’ without the presupposition of concepts, is quite
simply unintelligible!4. That notion and the standpoint which generates it
were already under challenge in The Many Faces of Realism on the grounds
of their unintelligibility. In that text, Putnam rejects the traditional realist
assumptions of (1) a fixed totality of all objects; (2) a fixed totality of all
properties; (3) a sharp line between properties we "discover” in the world
and properties we "project” onto the world; (4) a fixed relation of "corre-
spondence” in terms of which truth is supposed to be defined. Each of these
assumptions, Putnam argues, presupposes that we can give some sense to the
notion of a reality in itself, a reality which can be finitely described in the
language of mathematical physics (Putnam describes how Husserl de-
scribes "the idea of the 'external world" as something whose true descrip-
tion, whose description 'in itself', consists of mathematical formulas” as
"what above all came into Western thinking with the Galilean revolution”
(1987, p. 5)).

However, the problem with such a presupposition can be seen as soon as
we attempt to characterise the properties which supposedly constitute a re-
ality in itself. For even properties such as solubility, which were tradition-
ally conceived as being the "intrinsic' properties of 'external' things’, can be
shown to fail of any finite characterisation in the language of mathematical
physics and cannot, for this reason, be described as part of a reality in it-

self:

If the "intrinsic’ Fropcrtics of 'external’ things are the ones that we can represent by
formulas in the language of fundamental physics, by 'suitable functions of the dy-
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namical variables', then solubility is also not an 'intrinsic’ property of any external
thing (Putnam 1987, p. 11; emphasis in original).

In the present context, what appears to the causalist to be the possibility
of a reality in itself motivates his attempt to explain reference in terms of
a causal relation. For the essential feature of a causal relation, at least this
is how it appears to the causalist, is that it, like the notion of a reality in it-
self, exists apart from all conceptual schemes and can be described ulti-
mately in the language of fundamental physics. However, if the project of
reducing solubility to the language of fundamental physics has failed, then
the vastly more complicated project of reducing reference to the language
of fundamental physics -the physical descriptions of causal relations- is
also doomed to failure. A fortiori, in the same way that it is unintelligible
to talk of a reality in itself -we cannot so much as make sense of a notion
which, by its very nature, resists capture by concepts- it is unintelligible to
talk of a non-intentional causal relation -it is the intentional notions that
the causal theorist wishes to set apart from his causal theory of reference
that effectively confer sense on the causal relations that are central to that
theory. Moreover, it is not a solution to this particular set of problems to
say that we cannot compare thought and language with reality in itself. For
in employing the notion of a reality in itself, this negative thesis falls foul
of the same unintelligibility from which it is intended to be an escape. For
Putnam, a way through this impasse is to be found in Wittgenstein. As
James Conant has argued in the introduction to Putnam's Words and Life:

The readings of (both early and later) Wittgenstein which Putnam (now) wishes to
take issue with arc all readings which understand Wittgenstein to be calling upon
us to acknowledge the existence of certain /mits (the limits imposed on thought by
the logical structure of language, or the limits imposed on knowledge by the con-
tingent nature of our forms of life). Wittgenstein (according to the readings Put-
nam opposes) shows us how to acquiesce in -rather than chafe against- these %imits.
Most of the readings of Wittgenstein which are presently in circulation (however
much they may otherwise differ from one another) are of this variety, counselling
us to resign ourselves to our inability to transcend the conditions of human knowl-
edge. The readings of Wingenstein's Tractatus and Philosophical Investigations that
Putnam himself (now) urges are ones which take Wittgenstein to be concerned to
show that the limit against which, in our philosophizing, we (imagine ourselves
to) chafe is an illusory limit. On this reading of Wittgenstein (...) "we cannot
know the world as it is 'in itself (..) not because the 'in itself’ is an unreachable
limit, but because the 'in iwself’ doesn't make sense” (1994a, p. xI; emphasis in
original).

Conant's use of the expression 'our philosophizing' is significant in this
context. Its significance stems from what Cora Diamond, Putnam and
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Wittgenstein all see as what becomes of our concepts under the pressure of
doing philosophy. In an attempt to understand the effects of this pressure,
Putnam has drawn upon the insights of American pragmatism, the principal
appeal of which, in his opinion, has been an emphasis on the primacy of
practice. Just such an emphasis is at the heart of Putnam's pragmatic (inter-
nal) realism!5 (a further feature of this realism, its emphasis on common-
sense realism, will be described subsequently). The ways of rtalking and
thinking which are fundamental to our practices give rise to pictures, pic-
tures which can all too easily become the source of much metaphysics in
philosophy. In demonstration of this, consider the case of our 'using a pic-
ture' and the case of our 'being in the grip of a picture’. The former is the
concern of Diamond's realistic spirit, a spirit which aims to recover the
role that various concepts play in our lives. The latter is the work of the
metaphysical spirit, the characteristic activity of which is a laying down of
metaphysical requirements about what must be the case in order for some-
thing -reference, determinacy of sense, knowledge of other minds, and so
on- to be possible. The satisfaction of these requirements results in an in-
evitable distortion of the very concepts that we are seeking to understand.
This same distortion continues to haunt the endeavours of those who wish to
escape from metaphysical realism. Such is Putnam’s criticism of Rorty's
attempt to abandon notions like representation.

Rorty was content at a time to express his dissatisfaction with meta-
physical realism in terms of the unintelligibility of the metaphysical real-
ist's claims. In a 1993 paper entitled Putnam and the Relativist Menace',
Rorty rejected his earlier criticism concerning the unintelligibility of what
it would be to represent the world as it is, in favour of what he described as
the relative inutility of such a claim. For Putnam, Rorty's charge of relative
inutility is the expression of a desire to avoid all further examination of
the kind of failure evident in the case of metaphysical realism. Rorty, in
shifting the focus of his criticism from the unintelligibility to the relative
inutility of metaphysical realism, remains blind to the hyperbolical stan-
dards of certainty that the metaphysical spirit imposes on our concepts.
These metaphysically sublimed counterparts of our concepts mimic the
grammar of ordinary concepts while draining them of their content. For
Rorty, a retreat into scepticism appears inevitable given the failure of
metaphysical realism to adequately account for representation. However,
this retreat is characterised by the same unintelligibility from which it is
an attempt to escape. Rorty appears to operate with the assumption that if
the metaphysical realist fails to account for representation, then our words
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simply do not represent anything. He fails to see that even in his scepti-
cism, he is allowing the metaphysical realist to hold the concept of repre-
sentation hostage to certain metaphysically inflated standards. It is in this
sense that Putnam takes the thesis and counter-thesis of a dispute to share
similar presuppositions, the unintelligibility of which is his reason for re-
maining uncommitted to both types of claim. What emerges from these
considerations is that to truly overcome metaphysical realism and, also,
vatism, we must begin by recovering the ordinary concepts of language.

It is part of Putnam's own attempt at recovery -what he has described as
a common-sense realism and a "deliberate” or "second naiveté" about con-
ception- that he would have us take seriously the teachings of Wittgenstein.
Sections 25 and 95 of Philosophical Investigations typify the picture that

Putnam has in mind:

Commanding, questioning, recounting, chatting, are as much a part of our natural
history as walking, eating, drinking, playing (25)

when we say, and mean, that such-and-such is the case, we -and our meaning- do not
stop anywhere short of the fact; but we mean this-is-s0 (95)

Much of the necessary groundwork for this picture -and I use the term
'picture’ to distinguish what I have to say from a fully developed philo-
sophical view!6- is already in place. It was described above how meta-
physical realism was rejected not on the basis of its falsity, but rather on
account of what was described as its dependence on the unintelligible no-
tion of a reality 'in itself'. Just such a rejection forms the cornerstone of
Putnam's common-sense realism:

(...} it is a view thar takes our familiar common-sense scheme, as well as our scien-
tific and artistic and other schemes, at face value, without belping itself to the notion

of the thing 'in itself (1987, p. 17; emphasis added).

What gave this idea of a reality 'in itself an initial degree of plausibil-
ity was the thought that we could assume a certain metaphysical stand-
point. Under the influence of the metaphysical spirit we all too readily
conceived of our epistemological standpoint 7z the world as akin to that of
a God's Eye point of view, that is, as a metaphysical standpoint ouz of the
world. It was further argued that it was central to the workings of the
metaphysical spirit that concepts such as reference and representation un-
derwent a type of inflation, the effect of which was to distort the applica-
tions of those notions within ordinary language. In fact, the idea of an out-
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of-the-world metaphysical standpoint and the idea of the metaphysical in-
flation of concepts are intimately linked. For the level of certainty which
the metaphysical spirit demands of us and which ultimately becomes an
integral part of concepts themselves, is only attainable from a God's Eye
point of view.

The metaphysical spirit urges us to proceed in our philosophising by
considering concepts apart from their applications in the different domains
of our lives. When we do eventually set about examining their applications,
we can only see these concepts through a lens of metaphysically imposed
standards. As James Conant has remarked, "This is one way into metaphys-
ics" (Putnam, 1994a, p. liii). To overcome the domination that the meta-
physical spirit has over us and, in so doing, find a way back out of meta-
physics, we must first reverse the order of this examination, a task which is
the concern of the realistic spirit. The realistic spirit encourages us to begin
by looking and seceing just how concepts are applied within our various
practices. This requires that we engage in a process of description, the aim
of which is an accurate characterisation of the consequences that a particular
picture, and the concepts inherent in it, has for its user. In his Lectures on
Religious Belief, Wittgenstein describes the considerations that are sub-
sumed within this type of description:

"God's eye sees everything” - I want to say of this chat it uses a picture.

I don't want to belictle... the person who says it...

We associate a particular use with a picture...

What conclusions are you going to draw?... Are eyebrows going to be talked of, in
connection with the Eye of God?...

If I say he used a picture, I don't want to say anything he himself wouldn't say. 1
want to say he draws these conclusions.

Isn't it as important as anything clse, what picture he does use?...

The whole weight may be in the picturc... When I say he's using a picture, I am
merely making a grammatical remark: [What I say] can only be verified by the con-
sequences he cﬁ)es or does not draw...

AJT I wished to characterise was the consequences he wished to draw. If I wished to
say anything more I was merely being philosophically arrogant (pp. 71-72).

The most outstanding feature of this descriptive process is the restric-
tions placed on the extent of the description. Wittgenstein doesn't want to
say anything he [the user of the picture] himself wouldn't say; indeed, to
say more is 'being philosophically arrogant'. In fact, to say more is to pro-
ceed to philosophise in the manner urged by the metaphysical spirit, a
manner in which we describe the application of a picture through an under-
standing of that same picture in isolation from its applications. Under the
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influence of the metaphysical spirit, we inevitably go forward by erecting
standards about what must be the case in order for our thoughts to represent
(refer to) reality. The typical manifestation of these standards is in the
form of a philosophical theory, thus explaining Putnam's concern that 'what
he is offering should not be taken for a philosophical theory in the tradi-
tional sense’.

In relation to the issue of reference, the realistic spirit encourages us to
see that there is no problem of how our words and sentences can refer to
(represent) entities and states of affairs in the external world. Representing
the world around us through thought and language is an activity comparable
to a vast number of other activities and requires no special metaphysical re-
lation, such as a causal relation, to underwrite it!7. An accurate description
of this activity involves us in an examination of the many and varied ways
in which the world is represented in science, in art and in a range of other
areas of human concern. Moreover, an accurate description of representation
requires us to reconceptualise the very medium -language- through which
representation is achieved. As Putnam remarks:

When we know and use a language well, when it becomes the vehicle of our own
thinking and not something we have to translate mentally into some more famil-
iar language, we do not, pace Richard Rorty, experience its words and sentences as
"marks and noises” into which a significance has to be read. When we hear a sen-
tence in a language we understand, we do not associate a sense with a sign-design; we

erceive the sense in the sign-design. Sentences that [ think, and even sentences that 1
Ecar or read, simply do reéfr to whatever they are about; not because the "marks and
noises” that I see and hear (or hear "in my head", in the case of my own thoughts) in-
trinsically have the meanings they have, but because the sentence in use is not just a

bunch of "marks and noises" (1994b, p. 491; emphasis in original).

Language within a common-sense realism is not a syntactic structure to
which an interpretation must be added (‘'we do not associate a sense with a
sign-design'); indeed, it is only when we dispense with this interface con-
ception of language and representation, without dispensing with the notion
of representation itself, that we can be said to have truly captured the es-
sence of Putnam's common-sense realism:

But there is an alternative, as more than one philosopher has recently pointed out -
namely, to distinguish carefully between the activity of "representation” (as some-
thing in which we engage) and the idea of a "representation” as an interface be-
tween ourselves and what we think about, and to understand that giving up the idea
of representations as interfaces requiring a "semantics” is not the same thing as giv-
ing up on the whole idea of representation {Putnam 1994b, p. 505; emphasis in
original).
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With the rejection of an interface conception of language comes the dis-
solution of even the appearance of a problem of how thought and language
can represent (refer to) the world. That problem appeared to be very real
in the context of Putnam's model-theoretic argument -it seemed that we
needed to offer some type of explanation (e.g. a causal explanation) of how
language could determinately refer to the world as a way out of the conclu-
sion of referential indeterminacy that was demonstrated by that argument.
However, as one writer -Bas van Fraassen- has shown, by instituting in the
place of the conception of language that is central to the model-theoretic
argument (this conception is effectively an interface conception!8), a 'use
conception of language’, the question of how language can determinately re-
fer to the world is none other than a 'pseudo problem':

I will offer a different way to look at Putnam's model theoretic argument. If we
insist on discussing language solely in terms of a relation between words and
things, we may wc|% be forced into a metaphysical realist point of view, on pain of
paradox. But on the level of pragmatics, in a discussion of language that also ad-
dresses the roles of user and use, the air of paradox dissolves all by itself (1997, p.

17).

According to van Fraassen, within a use conception of language we do
not understand language by obtaining an interpretation of language (and
Putnam's model-theoretic argument is flawed for its assumption of just
this point); rather, language understanding proceeds by means of pragmatic
tautologies. As examples of pragmatic tautologies, the reader is asked to
consider the following sentences:

"cat" denotes cats.
"Paul is a cat" is true if and only if Paul is a cat.

(...) the first and second sentences are paradigmatic examples of pragmatic tautolo-
gies in my language. They are undeniable by me, exactly because I acknowledge
"cat" to be a word in my language (...) If our language had developed differently in
a certain way then "cat” wouFd have denoted gnats, rats or bats. Under such circum-
stances, uses of "cat” would not have been acts referring to cats, and "Paul is a cat”
would have been used to state that Paul is (not a cat but%a nat, rat, or bat. Pragmatic
tautologies (for me) are sentences of my own language which state something that
could indeed be (or could have been) false but which [ cannot coherently deny (p.

35).

In relation to the problem of reference, then, van Fraassen claims that
these pragmatic tautologies are central to an explanation of why there is no
problem of which we can speak. His argument can be summarised as fol-
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lows. Being able to explain the problem of reference requires that we show
why the predicates of our language have the extensions that they do have,
and not some deviant set of extensions, and this in turn requires that we be
able to state the conditions under which our extensions are the correct ones.
While the demand to establish such conditions has the form of an intelligi-
ble demand, it actually constitutes a type of 'pseudo problem’, according
to van Fraassen:

Now, what is the worry when we worry that this word ["green”] might not have the
right exrension? The only answer | can come up with here is:

The worry that there are lots of green things out there which aren't in the exten-
sion of "green" and/or things that are not green yet are in that extension.

But what sense do I make if I say to myself:

There are green things which are not in the extension of "green”.
There are some things x such that x is green but "is green” is not true of x.

If I say this sort of thing I do not make sense. I may convey through this utter-
ance cither that I have no grasp of the philosophical jargon ("extension”, "is true
of"}, or that I do not acknowledge the words (e.g. "green”) in that sentence as be-
longing to my vocabulary. The worry that there might be green things out there
not denoted by "green” -or cats not denoted by "cat"- is a pseudo problem (1997, p.
36).

It is a pseudo problem more particularly because in order ro explain the
conditions under which "cat" denotes cats (a pragmatic tautology) and not,
say, dogs or cars, one must assume a metaphysical standpoint. From within
that standpoint the whole question of what it is for language to refer to the
world appears to be intelligible -this question appears to amount to noth-
ing more than an explanation of why we subscribe to certain pragmatic tau-
tologies. Yet such an explanation is unintelligible and necessarily so.
Pragmatic tautologies constitute the referential framework which confers
sense upon such an explanation, indeed, renders such an explanation possi-
ble. By making pragmatic tautologies the subject of this explanation -this
is effectively what we are doing when we attempt to address the question
of what it is for our language to refer to the world- we are at the same time
guaranteeing the unintelligibility of these tautologies.

Now, van Fraassen is claiming that the paradox created by Putnam's
model-theoretic argument stems directly from the conception of language
that is integral to this argument. This conception of language posits a syn-
tax to which we must then add an interpretation. However, the assumption
that we can grasp an interpretation is as unintelligible as the assumption
that we can somehow justify the particular pragmatic tautologies that we
do in fact subscribe to -in both cases, we lack a conceptual perspective
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from which we can proceed to grasp an interpretation and justify a prag-
matic tautology. As van Fraassen remarks:

This picture is nonsensical, as comes to light as soon as we ask: in what language is
this grasp expressed, in what language do we describe this interpretation that we

grasp (p. 39).

Given that a particular conception of language is generative of the para-
doxical conclusion of Putnam's model-theoretic argument, it is this con-
ception, van Fraassen claims, which we must dispense with. Yet, van Fraas-
sen's objections to the contrary notwithstanding, this is effectively what
Putnam is also claiming!?. The very reason why "Putnam would appeal to
[this conception of language in 1976] implicitly and expect his audience to
go along" (p. 23) is that this is the only conception of language which is
consistent with a metaphysical realist viewpoint. In rejecting metaphysical
realism, Putnam is, in effect, rejecting the conception of language that is
motivated by metaphysical realism, a conception in which language con-
sists in an interpretation and a separately identifiable syntax (writing, as he
is, in 1997, van Fraassen should be aware of this, given Putnam's earlier
criticisms of the interface conception of both perception and conception).
It thus emerges that van Fraassen and Putnam are both equally opposed to
the same conception of language, an interface conception, and that their
views on the upshot of the model-theoretic argument converge rather than,
as van Fraassen is claiming, diverge (The various stages of Putnam's dialec-
tical examination of metaphysical realism are summarised in Figure 2).

In this paper, I have examined the evolution of a type of dialectical
thinking (criticism) in the philosophy of Hilary Putnam. This examination
has raken the form of a detailed analysis of this thinking, as it is mani-
fested in Putnam's discussion of the fact/value dichotomy and metaphysi-
cal realism. These areas do not simply represent Putnam's present-day
philosophical concerns, but they span, in effect, many years of philosophi-
cal reflection for Putnam. It is their perpetual emergence in this reflection
which renders them suitable scenarios for study, when that study is of a
type of dialectical thinking which has undergone, I am claiming, its own
development as part of this reflection. Indeed, it is only in Putnam's more
recent work that this dialectic has achieved its most developed (and most
explicit) form, a form which, I have been arguing, consists in criticism and
exposure of unintelligibility in philosophy.
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Notes

T This paper was written while the author was a Visiting Fellow affiliated with the De-
parement of Philosophy at Harvard University. The author wishes to acknowledge her
indebtedness to Hilary Putnam, Harvard University, for discussion of a number of the
issues addressed in this paper and to two referees of this journal for their comments on
an earlier version of this paper.

1 The dialectical character of Putnam's work has been commented upon by James Conant
in his introduction to Words and Life (Putnam, 1994a): "Some of them [Putnam’s es-
says] begin with a dialectical overview of a philosophical controversy (often in order
to try to bring out how the crucial presuppositions are ones which both parties to the
dispute share). The proximate goal of these essays therefore is not to attempt to have the
last word about a philosophical problem, but rather to give the reader a sense of the
shape and the depth of the problem -of how, for example, in a particular philosophi-
cal dispute, thesis and counter-thesis bear one another's stamp and how each of the pair
comes with its own false bottom, hiding the true dimensions of the problem from
view" (p. xiii).

2 The objective-subjective and fact-value dichotomies are evident in discussions in lin-
guistics: "Most listeners know of linguistic varieties that they do not like, but we
should recognise that these feelings are very subjective and have no basis in objective lin-
gusstic fact” (Trudgill 1983, p. 224, emphases added). Again: "We also want to suggest
that linguists should, in addition, resist value judgements about language on other
counts, notably that of the "inadequacy’ of certain language varieties, and that of the in-
ferior 'aesthetic’ quality of certain types of speech, since judgements of this type are
also important in the educational field" {p. 201, emphasis added).

3 The part of the argument which I will not examine involves a comparison of the values
presupposed by science with 'paradigmatic value words'. The comparison includes the
following factors. Both groups of values (1) are used as terms of praise, (2) are histori-
cally conditioned, (3) "figure in the same sorts of perennial philosophical controver-
sies” (p. 136) and (4} are equally difficult to justify: "The question: which is the ra-
tional conception of rationality itselfis difficult in exactly the way that the justification
of an ethical system is difficult. There is no neutral conception of rationality to
which to appeal.” (p. 136, emphases in original). In this way, Putnam's argument for
the fuzziness of the distinction between fact and value proceeds by first identifying
the values which are presupposed by scientific inquiry and then by demonstrating how
these values are similar, in essential respects, to paradigmatic value terms.

4 Myerson (1994) summarises this point as follows: "In sum, the fact of knowing about
the illusion falsifies the theory!" {p. 92). How this particular consideration relates to
Putnam's charge of self-refuration against the vatist will be examined subsequently in
the text.

5 The evil scientist in Putnam's brain in a vat scenario controls computer impulses to the
vatist from a position outside the vat.
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6 Putnam signals the absence of a rational route to knowledge through his emphasis in
"Oh, the Guru of Sydney just knows" (1981, p. 131).

7 Of course, the vatist may choose to concede the absence of rational discourse, a move
which restores consistency to his account -in such a case, sayingand thinking and the no-
tion of reference that these practices presuppose could not enter into a charge of self-
refutation against the vatist. However, not only does the proponent of the brains-in-a-
var thesis engage in a number of rational activities which involve this thesis
{argument, explanation, etc.), but it was argued in the main text that a move of this
kind would serve only to preclude any and all discussion of the vatist's position and, in
the final analysis, would serve to bring about the dissolution of that position. It seems
unproblematic to suggest that the vatist would find these particular outcomes unac-
ceptable.

8 There are two components to this line of thinking -(1) rationality (represented here by
an epistemological standpoint) is presupposed by the vatist's reflective practice and (2)
the rationality of this standpoint cannot be identified with the rational discourse sub-
sumed by the vatist's illusion.

9 Logical symbolism assumes a dialectical role -the dissolution of nonsense- for Wittgen-
stein and Frege: "Wittgenstein continues to share with Frege the idea that a well-
regimented logical symbolism provides a notation for perspicuously displaying in-
ferential relations, thereby providing a window onto the logical structure of our lan-
guage and furnishing a dialectical tool for dissolving philosophical confusion”
{(Conant, 1991, p. 141).

10 Under ‘cognitive scientists' I include reductionist researchers in the fields of artificial
intelligence, cognitive psychology and linguistics.

11 Proponents of reductionist analysis typically explain intentionality using a range of
scientific languages in addition to that of physics: "Reductionism, with respect to a
class of assertions (e.g. assertions about mental events) is the view that assertions in that
class are ‘'made true' by facts which are outside of that class” (Putnam 1981, p. 56). An
example frequently discussed in this regard is one in which thoughts are 'made true’
(given content) by physical facts. "For another example, the view of Bishop Berkeley
that all there 'really is' is minds and their sensations is reductionist, for it holds that
sentences about tables and chairs and other ordinary 'material objects' are actually
made true by facts about sensations” (1981, p. 56; emphasis in original). A third form
of reductionist analysis, this time relating not to truth bur to rationality, is that of
cultural relativism "(...) the cultural relativist's paradigm is a sof? science: anthropol-
ogy, or linguistics, or psychology, or history, as the case may be. That reason is what-
ever the norms of the local culture determine it to be is a reductionist view inspired
by the social sciences, including history” (Putnam 1983, p. 235; emphases in original).

12° A different tendency is exemplified by the eliminativist views of thinkers like Rich-
ard Rorty, Paul and Patricia Churchland, Stephen Stich and, to some degree, W.V.
Quine. Rorty, like Putnam, rejects the central tenet of metaphysical realism, that our
mental representations are in correspondence with a mind-independent reality. How-
ever, the failure of metaphysical realism holds a fundamentally different signifi-
cance for these two writers. Putnam’s response is to question the dualism behind the
metaphysical realist picture, whereas for Rorty the very notion of representation

THEORIA - Segunda Epoca 265
Vol 16/2, 2001, 237-268



Louise CUMMINGS THE DIALECTICAL THINKING OF HILARY PUTNAM

should be abandoned: "(..) his [Rorty's] entire attack on traditional philosophy is
mounted on the basis that the nature of reason and representation are non-problems, be-
cause the only kind of truth it makes sense to seek is to convince one's cultural peers”
(Putnam 1983, p. 235). In fact, Rorty has moved from a relarivist to a deconstructionist
position.

13 In proposing a return to an Aristotelian conception of the mind and its relationship to
the world, Nussbaum and Putnam, in 'Changing Aristotle’s Mind' (Words and Life),
reject that there is any 'problem’ to which we must find a 'solution’: "As Aristotelians
we do not discover something behind something else, a hidden reality behind the
complex unity that we see and are. We find what we are in the appearances. And Aris-
totle tells us that if we attend properly to the appearances the dualist's questions never
even get going” (1994a, p. 55).

14 For Putnam, the metaphysical realist "assumes that there is an intelligible distinction
within our conceptual system between what it is possible to conceive of within that sys-
tem and what is really (independently of all conceptual systems) the casc” (1983, p.
111); "The deep systemic root of the disease [of which sense data are a symptom], T want
to suggest, lies in the notion of an 'intrinsic’ property, a propercy something has 'in ic-
self’, apart from any contribution made by language or the mind" (1987, p. 8).

15 Putnam describes how other writers have relinquished a metaphysical standpoint ('the
spectator point of view in metaphysics and epistemology’) in favour of a picture which
emphasises the significance of our various practices: "Like the great pragmatists, these
thinkers [Davidson, Goodman and Quine] have urged vs 1o reject the spectator point of
view in metaphysics and epistemology. Quine has urged us to accept the existence of
abstract entities on the ground that these are indispensible in mathemarics, and of mi-
cropatticles and space-time points on the ground that these are indispensible in phys-
ics; and what better justification is there for accepting an ontology than its indispen-
sibility in our scientific practice? he asks. Goodman has urged us to take seriously the
metaphors thar artists use to restructure our worlds, on the ground that these are an in-
dispensible way of understanding our experience. Davidson has rejected the idea that
talk of propositional attitudes is 'second class’, on similar grounds” (1987, pp. 20-21).

16 On this account, a fully developed philosophical view is none other than a philosophi-
cal theory which is, in turn, the manifestation of metaphysics in philosophy.

17 "The metaphysical realist (..) feels compelled to appeal to something that underlies
our language games: a mysterious property that stands behind -both in the sense of re-
maining invisibly in the background and in the sense of guaranteeing- our ordinary
ways of speaking and acting” (Putnam 1994b, p. 500).

18 Van Fraassen defines that conception of language as one in which "to understand or have
a language is to know its syntax and to grasp an interpretation of that syntax" (1997, p.
39).

19 In fairness to van Fraassen, he does at least hint at the possibility that Putnam is making
a similar claim to his own: "On my reading of Putnam'’s model-theoretic argument,
the paradox dissolves. What remains is a striking reductio of a certain view of lan-
guage, which we can independently verify to be inadequate. Perhaps thar was just what
Putnam intended; perhaps the view of language found wanting is implied by that cor-
respondence theory of truth which Putnam locates at the heart of metaphysical realism.
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I would like to think so; but authorial intent is notoriously indiscernible; the text has
broken its moorings and must in any case be dealt with on its own terms” (1997, p. 34).
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Louise Cummings pursues within her research an examination of the appli-
cations of Hilary Putnam’s philosephy to theoretical frameworks in both
philosophical and non-philosophical (primarily linguistic) areas of in-
quiry. This is reflected in publications in the Journal of Pragmatics, where
a Putnam-informed challenge to the reductionism of Sperber and Wilson's
(1995, 1986) relevance theory is mounted, and in Informal Logic and Philo-
sophical Papers, where Putnam's thinking informs the analysis of an infor-
mal fallacy, that of petitio principii.
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