PY4613: Quine, Semester Two 2005-6, Patrick Greenough


PY4613: ANALYTICAL PHILOSOPHY IN THE LATER 20th CENTURY: QUINE
Lecture Seven: The Indeterminacy of Translation. 
Semester Two, 2005-6.

1. Recap: Intensional Meaning.
· Recall that Quine is a meaning sceptic: there are no intensional meanings.

· There is no such thing as (intensional) sameness of meaning—because there is no intensional meaning for two expressions to have in common.
· Recall, in particular, that Quine thinks that meanings or propositions cannot be given crisp identity conditions. 

· Given the slogan no identity without (crisp) identity then we should not believe in meanings or propositions.

· In Word and Object, ch.2, Quine attempts a further argument against the notion of intensional meaning: the so-called argument from below.

· Today, we will also briefly consider, his so-called argument from above, from his paper ‘On the Reasons for the Indeterminacy of Translation’ (1970).
2. Back to behaviourism.
· Nonetheless, Quine is happy with a notion of stimulus synonymy:
‘The behavioral doctrine tells us that this relation of synonymy, or sameness of meaning, is sameness of use’ (1981, p.47).

· So, a sentence has significance (possesses a meaning) if it has a use.

· Two sentences are (stimulus) synonymous if they have the same use.
· A sentence is analytic if it can be reduced to a logical truth by replacing synonyms for synonyms (same use for same use).
· Is Quine a behaviourist?
In psychology one may or may not be a behaviourist, but in linguistics one has no choice. Each of us learns his language by observing other people’s verbal behaviour and having his own faltering verbal behaviour observed and reinforced and corrected by others … There is nothing in linguistic meaning, then, beyond what is to be gleaned from overt behavior in overt circumstances (Word and Object, p. 5).

3. The indeterminacy of translation Step One: Radical Translation.
· Imagine a field linguist trying to understand some hitherto unencountered language spoken by the natives of some distant and isolated island.

· All the radical translator has to go on are observations of the behaviour of the natives—linguistic and otherwise.
· Radical translation proceeds without any aids from local bilinguals and without any prexisting knowledge of the tribe and its culture.
· The aim of the translator is to translate sentences of the native language into sentences of his own language.

· To do this, he attempts to construct a translation manual.

· Think of the translation manual which records sentences of the native language on the left-hand page and sentences of the translations into English on the right-hand page.  

4. Question one.
Question one: why pick this radical scenario in order to ground an argument against intensional meaning?
· Those who believe in intensional meanings think that words have the intensional meanings that they have in virtue of the way these words are used.

· In other words, what intensional meaning a word has is determined by how that word is used.
· But in this radical context, when the radical translator comes to observe the use of a sentence or word by a native, there will be no chance that the translator will already have an idea of the meaning of the sentence or word used.
· Once the evidence for meaning is stripped back to non-semantic uses of a sentence, Quine hopes to open up the possibility that these non-semantic use-facts prove to be insufficiently rich to establish that a translation is the correct translation. (I’ll come back to this.) 
5. Question two.



Question two: what form does the behavioural data take?
· The field linguist is particularly interested in use-facts: these are facts about what sentences were uttered in what contexts.

· The basic move in any language is an assertion: namely the utterance of a declarative sentence.

· So, the field linguist is interested in patterns of assent (assertion) and patterns of dissent (denials) of whole sentences in certain sets of circumstances. 
· In particular, the field linguist’s first point of entry for translation is via occasion sentences: sentences whose truth-value may vary across different sets of circumstances:
The utterances first and most surely translated … are ones keyed to present events that are conspicuous to the linguist and his informant. A rabbit scurries by, the native says ‘Gavagai’ and the linguist notes down the [one-word] sentence ‘Rabbit’ (or, ‘Lo, a rabbit’) as tentative translation, subject to testing in further cases (Word and Object, p.29).
· This has the result that the radical translator is concerned with what Quine calls stimulus meaning.
· The stimulus meaning of a sentence involves a pairing up of the stimulations with a pattern of assent/dissent.
· In particular:

We may begin by defining the affirmative stimulus meaning of a sentence such as ‘Gavagai’, for a given speaker, the class of all the stimulations […] that would prompt his assent (Word and Object p. 32). 
· For example, take the one-word native sentence ‘Beeb’. 
Stimulus




Pattern of assent:

A Bee flies by




Utterance of ‘Beeb’

Several bees fly by



Utterance of ‘Beeb’

Honey bee flies by



Utterance of ‘Beeb’

Several honey bees fly by

Utterance of ‘Beeb’

Bee-sting





Utterance of ‘Beeb’

Several bee-stings



Utterance of ‘Beeb’
Dead bee found in drink


Utterance of ‘Beeb’.
Dead bee found in food


Utterance of ‘Beeb’
Etc.
· So, the affirmative stimulus meaning of ‘Beeb’ is the set of stimulations in the left-hand column. 

· Moreover, the field linguist will translate the one-word sentence ‘Beeb’ as the one-word sentence ‘Bee’ (or, ‘Lo, a bee’).
· In so doing, it is legitimate to say that ‘Beeb’ and ‘bee’ have the same (affirmative) stimulus meaning: they are stimulus-synonymous (they have the same use).
· But though these sentences are stimulus synonymous (in Quine’ sense) are they synonymous in any stronger sense—are they intensionally synonymous?
·  That is, is there an intensional meaning that they have in common?
6. Step Two: Divergent Translations of ‘gavagai’.

· Return to the one-word sentence ‘Gavagai’. How can we translate this sentence given that it has a stimulus meaning such that the sentence is uttered whenever a rabbit is seen or heard?

Translation One: ‘Gavagai’ translates as ‘Rabbit’.

· But ‘Gavagai’ might not refer to rabbits at all but to “mere stages, or brief temporal segments of rabbits” (p.52). So, we have an alternative translation as follows: 

Translation Two: ‘Gavagai’ translates as ‘Lo, a temporal part of a rabbit’

· Or, indeed, an equally good translation might be:

Translation Three: ‘Gavagai’ translates as ‘Lo, an undetached rabbit part’.

· Or, further, it might well be that ‘gavagai’ is translated as the “fusion” of all rabbits,  “that single discontinuous portion of the spatiotemporal world that consists of rabbits”

Translation Four: ‘Gavagai’ translates as ‘the fusion of all rabbits’

(compare the mass term ‘red’ which refers to a single scattered object.)

· Or, perhaps ‘Gavagai’ refers in some way to a property of rabbit-hood, such that 

Translation Five: ‘Gavagai’ translates as ‘Lo, the recurrent universal of rabbithood’.
· Or, further, it might be used to refer to something which is taken to always accompany rabbits:

Translation Six: ‘Gavagai’ translates as ‘Lo, The Holy Spirit which lives in rabbits’.

· So, we can easily generate different translations which are hard or impossible to definitively decide between. And so, which translation is the correct one?
7. Step Three: Divergent but equally good translation manuals.
· What is crucial with the above translations of ‘Gavagai’ is that:

(1) They offer incompatible translations.

(2) They both fit the behavioural data equally well.

(3) No further investigation of the language will decide between them.
(4) No further investigation of the world will decide between them.

(The last condition rules out that there ‘may be a local rabbit-fly, unknown to the linguist, and recognizable some way off by its long wings and erratic movements…’ p.37).

Manuals for translating one language into another can be set up in divergent ways, all compatible with the totality of speech dispositions, yet incompatible with one another. In countless places they will diverge in giving, as their respective translations of a sentence of one language, sentences of the other language which stand to each other in no plausible sort of equivalence however loose (Word and Object, p. 27).
· But what are we to conclude from the possibility of incompatible but equally good translation manuals?

8. Step Four: From incompatible translation manuals to indeterminacy. 

Immediate conclusion: There is no fact of the matter as to which translation manual is the correct manual.
· One of two incompatible translation manuals (which both fit the data equally well) may be simpler, more familiar, more convenient, more useful, but that does not mean that it provides the correct translation. (I’ll come back to this.)
9. Step Five: From indeterminacy to meaning scepticism.

· Does this indeterminacy show that there is no fact of the matter about what sentences of the language mean? Yes. But how so? As follows:
(1) There are many incompatible but equally good translation manuals.

(2) Therefore, there is no fact of the matter as to which translation is correct
(3) Correct translation manuals pair sentences that have the same meaning. 

(4) Therefore, there is no fact of the matter as to whether the paired sentences have the same meaning.
(5) Since there are no facts about synonymy then there are no facts about meaning.
· Note, that the step from (4) to (5) exploits Quine’s slogan no entity without identity: if we cannot give the identity conditions for the meaning of a sentence, then there is no entity, no meaning, that the sentence has.

· Note that this argument is supposed to work even when all the relevant non-semantic facts are available to the field linguist.

· Thus, this is a form of what is known as constitutive scepticism (as opposed to epistemological scepticism): it’s not that we don’t know what the sentences mean, it’s that there are no facts about meaning.
10. Evans on the step from (2) to (4).
· Even if there is no fact of the matter as to what translation manual is correct, why think this entails that there are no facts about meaning? 

· In a famous passage, Gareth Evans ‘Identity and Predication’, says the following: 

A translation is one thing, a theory of meaning is another. A manual for translation aims to provide, for each sentence of the language under study, a way of arriving at a quoted sentence of another language which has the same meaning. A theory of meaning on the other hand, entails, for each sentence of the language under study, a statement of what it means. A translator states no semantical truths at all, nor has he any need of the concepts of truth, denotation, and satisfaction. Semantical truths relate expressions to the world, and can be stated only by using, not mentioning, expressions of some language or other (‘Identity and Predication’, pp. 27-8).
· But this objection doesn’t seem right. Firstly, a translator can explicitly set up his manual such that it reads: ‘Gavagai’ means the same as ‘Rabbit’.
· If there is another equally good manual which yields ‘Gavagai’ means the same as ‘Undetached rabbit part’ then use fails to determine which of these translations is correct.
· In so doing, there is no fact of the matter about the synonymy relations for ‘Gavagai’.
· Given, no entity without identity, then ‘Gavagai’ has no meaning—where here meaning is thought of as a hypostasised entity.

· Or one could put the objection to Evans another way. Since, my semantic theory for English tells me that ‘Rabbit’ means rabbit, and since my translation tells me that ‘gavagai’ means ‘Rabbit’ then I can put these two claims together to get:


‘Gavagai’ means rabbit.
· But this is part of a theory of meaning, and this is indeterminate since it inherits the indeterminacy of the translation manual.
12. The argument from above.
· The argument from below features in ch.2 of Word and Object, but Quine thought he had a more general line of argument for the indeterminacy of translation, namely, what has come to be known as the argument from above. 

Theory can still vary though all possible observations be fixed. Physical theories can be at odds with each other and yet compatible with all possible data even in the broadest sense. In a word they can be logically incompatible and empirically equivalent (p. 179). 
· In other words, there is strong underdetermination of theory by data. 

	Weak underdetermination says that: Observation statements do not deductively imply a scientific theory. 


In fact, there are three species of underdetermination:


(1) Theories are underdetermined by past observation: some future observation might disconfirm them.


(2) Theories are underdetermined by past and future observation because some conflicting observations may go unnoticed. 


(3) There are logically or conceptually incompatible theories that are equally empirically adequate to the data.


Quine focusses on the latter: there may be no fact of the matter as to which theory is the best as incompatible theories can be equally good at prediction.


	
	'Roughly stated, it is that different theories of the world can be emprically equivalent.' (1990, p.8).


· Quine thinks that once we recognise this as holding in general, it will hold for different manuals of translation:

· A theory of translation is an empirical theory like any other theory, so it will be strongly underdetermined by the data:  

Quine has several times stressed that, while theory choice in physics is not determined by all possible evidence, his point now is that, once we have made a choice of physical theory, our choice of translation manual is still open (Hookway Quine, p.137).  
13. But what then of the pragmatic virtues?
· Surely the pragmatic virtues can help us decide between competing translation manuals?

· Yes, but do not treat the pragmatic virtues as alethic: as providing any guide as to the truth.

· Just because a translation manual beats another one (which is just as empirically adequate) on the grounds of being more theoretically virtuous does not mean that it is the correct one.

14. Is the Indeterminacy of Translation just a version of Wittgenstein’s rule-following problem?

· In footnote 2 of p.77 of Word and Object, Quine says:

Perhaps the doctrine of the indeterminacy of translation will have little air of paradox for readers familiar with Wittgenstein’s latter-day remarks on meaning.
· So, is he offering a new problem or just a new version of an older problem?

· There are remarkable similarities between the rule-following problem and the indeterminacy of translation.
· With respect to the rule-following problem, Wittgenstein points out that our past usage of an expression can be captured by many different possible rules for the use of that expression.

15. Kripke’s version of the rule-following puzzle. 
· Imagine a kind of sceptic who says: there is no fact of the matter as to who is right as to what 65+57 =. Does this sceptic claim that there are no arithmetical facts? Not necessarily.

· A sceptic may claim that there is no fact of the matter about what you (or I) mean by ‘+’

· Supposing I have never previously worked out what is 68+57 because I have never made calculations with numbers bigger than 57, but that I then calculate that 68+57 =125.

· The sceptic then questions whether there is any past fact about what I meant by ‘+’, any past fact about my intentions to use ‘+’ in a certain way, which ensures that 125 is the correct answer now.

·  In the most famous passage of RPL, Kripke brings the puzzle into greater focus as follows:

Perhaps, he suggests, as I used the term ‘plus’ in the past [before I made my calculation] the answer I intended for ‘68+57’ should have been ‘5’! Of course the sceptic’s suggestion is obviously insane. [..] Let the challenger however continue. After all, he says, if I am now so confident that, as I used the symbol ‘+’, my intention was that ‘68+57’ should turn out to denote 125, this cannot be because I explicitly gave myself instructions that 125 is the result of performing the addition in this particular instance. By hypothesis, I did no such thing. But of course the idea is that, in this new instance, I should apply the very same function or rule that I applied so many times in the past. But who is to say what function this was? In the past I gave myself only a finite number of examples instantiating this function. All, we have supposed, involved numbers smaller than 57. So perhaps in the past I used ‘plus’ and ‘+’ to denote a function which I will call ‘quus’ and symbolise by ‘(’. It is defined by

x ( y 
=  x + y, if x, y < 57


=  5  otherwise.

Who is to say that this is not a function I previously meant by ‘+’? (Kripke RPL, pp. 8-9)

· The Kripkensteinian challenge then runs: find some past fact about you (your mind, your intentions, you memory, your behaviour, your language) such that it is clear that you meant addition rather than quaddition by '+'.

· If such a fact can be found then your answer '125' is justified.

· The sceptic says that such a fact cannot be found: thus, your answer lacks any justification.

· Perhaps the main difference between Quine’s puzzle and Wittgenstein’s is that Quine limits the use-facts to facts about behaviour, while Wittgenstein allows the interpreter to take account of facts about what we believe or think.
PAGE  
20

