The Myth of Social Content

Kirk Ludwig

Socid externdism is the view that the contents of a person’s propostiond attitudes are logicaly
determined at least in part by her linguistic community’ s sandards for the use of her words. If socid
externdism is correct, its importance can hardly be overemphasized. The traditiond Cartesian view of
psychologica dtates as essentidly first persond and non-rdationa in character, which has shgped much
theorizing about the nature of psychologicd explanation, would be shown to be deeply flawved. | argue
in this paper that socid externdism facesinsuperable difficulties. Thefirg difficulty isthat if syntax and
semantics are independent, then socid externdism is committed to the absurd consequence that many
people have beliefs with formally inconsstent contents. | argue none of the possible responsesto this
objection are plausble. The second difficulty isthat if syntax and semantics are independent, then
socid externdists are committed to a contradiction. After raising and defending these objections, |
identify what | think is the underlying flaw in the socid externdist position, afailure to pay attention to
the sructure of communication intentions, and briefly indicate how to neutralize the linguistic evidence
socid externdigts advance in favor of their view.

Versons of socid externdism are advanced in the work of Hilary Putnam* and, famoudy, Tyler
Burge, in asaries of influentid articles beginning with “ Individudism and the Menta.” | will choose

Burge' s more fully developed argument and position as my stalking-horse. | begin with a brief review



of one of Burge' s well-known thought experimentsin order to bring out that an essentid assumption of
the argument is that we can individuate an individud’ s attitudes by which sentences he would use to
sncerdy expressthem. It isonly by means of this assumption that it could be shown that facts about
the community’ s standards for the use of words could be shown to be relevant to the contents of a

gpesker’ s dtitudes. This assumption will play acrucid role in the objections that follow.

Burge' s argument takes the form of a thought experiment in three steps. | quotein full the first

and most important step.

A given person has alarge number of attitudes commonly attributed with content clauses
containing ‘arthritis in oblique occurrence:® For example, he thinks (correctly) that he has had
athritisfor years, that hisarthritisin hiswrists and fingers is more painful than his arthritisin his
ankles, that it is better to have arthritis than cancer of the liver, that iffening jointsis a symptom
of arthritis, that certain sorts of aches are characteristic of arthritis, that there are various kinds
of arthritis, and so forth. 1n short, he has awide range of such attitudes. In addition to these
unsurprising attitudes, he thinks falsely that he has developed arthritis in the thigh.

Generdly competent in English, rationa and intdlligent, the patient reports to his doctor
his fear that this arthritis has now lodged in histhigh. The doctor replies by tdling him thet this
cannot be so, Snce arthritis is specificaly an inflammation of joints. Any dictionary could have
told him the same. The patient is surprised, but relinquishes his view and goes on to ask what
might be wrong with histhigh. (p. 77)

In the second step, we imagine counterfactualy our patient’s history proceeds from the skin

inward, non-relaiondly and non-intentionally described, just asit does, but that in contrast to the actua



stuation hislinguistic community uses ‘ arthritis * to gpply to rheumatoid ailments that occur outside the
joints, including rheumatoid allmentsin the thigh. In the third Step, we are invited to judge thet, in the
counterfactua Stuation, the patient does not have any beliefs which are correctly characterized using
our word ‘arthritis. “We suppose that in the counterfactual case we cannot correctly ascribe any
content clause containing an oblique occurrence of the term “arthritis™” (p. 79).

Sincein thefirgt sep of the thought experiment we described the patient as having beliefs
involving the notion arthritis, athough in the counterfactud Stuation, in which the patient’s non-relaiona
and non-intentiond history is the same, we describe the patient as having no bdiefsinvolving the notion
artthritis, it follows that the patient’ s propositiond attitude contents are not fixed solely by his history
non-relaiondly and non-intentionally described. Furthermore, since the only difference between the
gtuations we have described isin the use in the patient’'s community of the word *arthritis, his thought
contents depend on how othersin his community use the word ‘arthritis. The conclusion applies of
course to words we do understand and use correctly as well asto those we don’t. For if the
community’s sandards had been different, though our usage had remained the same, our thoughts
contents would have been different.

Burge daims that the argument has extremey wide gpplication, indeed, that it appliesto virtudly
every word of the language, with two qudifications. Firdt, the spesker must intend to be using his
words as others in his community do. Second, he must not misunderstand them too wildly. Neither of
these qudifications will affect the criticisms below.

Although Burge does not explicitly say that the patient in his example uses the word *arthritis' to

express his bdiefs, unless we suppose this neither the example nor the thought experiment makes any



sense. For if the patient falled to use the word ‘arthritis', it would be utterly mysterious how the
community’s use of that word could have any relevance to what the patient thinks, or how the patient’s
intention to use words as his community does could have any relevance to what he thinks on this
occason. Theimportance of the patient’s using the word ‘arthritis' to express his beliefs comesout in
the need to identify or pick out those bdiefs of his over which the community’ s influence is displayed
in the thought experiment. Those beliefs are the ones he expresses usng the word * arthritis .

His misunderstanding, and consequently misusing ‘arthritis , is dso essentid, for it providesthe
possibility of showing that the content of his bdlief tracks the community’ s tandards rather than what he
believes to be the community’ s sandards. If what the patient believed to be the community’ s Sandards
never came gpart from the community’ s sandards, it would not be possible to show which of these was
the determinant of the content of the beliefs he expresses with the word * arthritis .

This showsthat the first step of the thought experiment makes an assumption equivaent to the
concluson. For in thefirst step of the thought experiment, we describe the patient as believing he has
athritisin histhigh when he says, “I’'ve got arthritisin my thigh,” by atributing to him a belief whose
content is given by the words he uses to express it inter preted according to community standards.
So the question whether the conclusion is correct is the question whether it is correct to describe the
patient in the first sep of the thought experiment as beieving he has arthritisin histhigh, or having
attitudes involving the notion arthritis on other occasons, when he uses the word *arthritis to express

histhoughts. The principle of attribution relied upon here can be sated as follows:

[P] The contents of a speaker’ s attitudes are given by the propositions expressed by the sentences
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he would use to express them as interpreted according to his linguistic community’ s sandards
for their use provided that (a) the gpeaker intends to be using his words in conformity with the
standards of his community and (b) the speaker does not misuse of the words in the sentences

too egregioudy.

In this section, | will show that principle [P] leads to unacceptable consequences. Firgt, we will
be led to atribute implausibly to the patient not only contradictory beliefs, but a belief whose content is
contradictory. Second, we will be led to attribute, impossibly, two contentsto asingle belief. The only
plausble retreat will show thet it is a mistake to atribute contents to speskers by interpreting their
words according to community standards, when they misunderstand or incompletely understand them.

These difficulties are direct consequences of two facts. Thefirs is that the sounds and
inscriptions we use as the outward form of thought acquire their semantic properties by convention, and
hence are identifiable independently of the semantic properties they have, and could have had other
semantic properties. Thisisthe independence of syntax from semantics. The second is that spesking is
aform of intentiond action, which involves decisons about what words are gppropriate to express
on€e s thoughts to one' s audience. Consequently, a peaker can choose on different occasions to
express the same belief in different ways which he takes to be semanticaly equivaent.

A consequence of the independence of syntax and semanticsis that in describing the beliefs of

others we do not have to use the words they would use to express those beliefs. Thisis most obvious



in the case of attributing beliefs to someone in alanguage he does not understand. Suppose thet |
observer Karl, amonolingua German spesker, looking out the window, saying “Es Regnet,” and
retrieving hisumbrellafrom acloset. “Karl,” | correctly observe in English, “bdievesthat it israining” -
- though that is not how Karl would (or could) himsalf express hisbdlief. There is nothing suspect
about my belief attribution, despite my not usng Karl’swords. The point holds dso for people with
whom | share alanguage. In attributing a belief to you, | do not have to use the words you would use
to express that blief, aslong as the words | use capture correctly the content of your belief. If you
describe an acquaintance of yours as milk-livered, | can report your belief by saying you think him
cowardly. Similarly, when reporting my own beliefs, | can do so in variousways. If | soesk two
languages, | can report abdief that it is raining by saying both “It' sraining” and “Es Regnet.” Or | can
express abdief in English in two different ways, by saying, eg., “Jack ismilk-livered” or “Jack isa
coward.”

The generd point these examplesillugtrate is that we keep track of what others believe, hope,
fear, desire and so on using our sentences, and aim to choose sentences whose meanings as used on
the occasion correctly capture the role of the attitudes we ascribe in the subject’s psychology. The
sounds or inscriptions we use are not what enables usto correctly track the subject’s thought
contents, but rather the semantic, or if thisis not fine-grained enough, notiona import, in the context, of
what we say.

To anticipate, and s0 to disarm, one possible objection here, we can note thet thereisa
tendency, when we are attributing beliefs to speakers with whom we share alanguage, to attribute

beliefs usng the words that they themselves might use in describing their beliefs. The explanation for



thisis amply that in attributing beliefs to them, we want to do the best job we can of telling our audience
what to expect, and that includes what to expect in the way of verbd behavior. The case of
cross-language attribution shows, however, that thisis not necessary to correctly attribute beliefs to
someone, and S0 is a pragmatic, rather than semantic feature of our attribution practices.

Thefirg difficulty for Burge's argument has been noticed in the literature,> though not in guiite
the form developed here. 1t depends on the possibility of the patient being able to express the notion of
arthritis usng words other than *arthritis', a possbility opened up by the independence of syntax and
semantics. Suppose that the patient understands dl of the words in the expression ‘ rheumatoid allment
of thejoints, and that this is synonymous with ‘arthritis . In this case, the patient will be able to
express the notion of arthritis without using the word *arthritis. And there will be occasions, Snce we
don't have to use hiswords in characterizing his beliefs, on which it will be appropriate to attribute to
him beliefs usng ‘arthritis obliquely in content dlauses when there is no suggestion that hefalsto redize
his bdiefsinvolve the notion of arthritis. In addition, it follows from [P that dl of the patient’ s beliefs
that he would express sincerdy using the word ‘arthritis' dso involve the notion of arthritis, despite his
incorrectly or incompletely understanding that word.

Now consder what adherence to principle [P] has committed us to in the thought experiment
modified as above. Firg observe that if we were to ask the patient, “ Do you have arheumatoid allment
of the jointsin the thigh?’, he would answer “No.” Thus, given the principle of aitribution [P], we
should atribute to him a belief with the content: | do not have arthritisin my thigh. Here we use our
words, rather than his, but this, as we have observed, isimmaterial. The same content is attributed.

Y, if wewereto ask the patient, “Do you have arthritisin the thigh?’, hewould say “Yes” Given



principle [F], we mug attribute to him a belief with the content: | have arthritisin my thigh. Thuswe
have atributed to him contradictory beliefs. Having asked the subject these two questions, we could
follow up by asking him our two questions a once: Do you have arthritisin your thigh and not a
rheumatoid alment of the joints? His answer, given what we have said about his metainguigtic bdliefs,
will be*Yes” Thus principle [P] commits us atributing to him a bdief with the content: | have arthritis
in my thigh and do not have arthritisin my thigh. In so rephrasing it, we reved the structure of his
beliefs at the level of notions or concepts. Thus we find we have dtributed to him abelief with a
contradictory content.

A view that threatens to regularly lead us to attribute contradictory beliefs to speakers must be
implausible on the face of it, and one that threatens to regularly lead us to attribute to speakers beliefs
with contradictory contents cannot be correct. Thus, we should regject the assumption that the patient
who misuses ‘arthritis expresses with that word beliefs involving the notion arthritis.

We can congder briefly three responses to this objection: retreet, biting the bullet, and denying
the legitimacy of the substitutions.

(1) Retreast. We can firgt try circumscribing the scope of the thought experiment by limiting it to
cases in which the word a spesker uses but misunderstands expresses a notion he can't express using
other words. We can waive the objection that this responseisad hoc. Thetroubleisthat it doesn’t
retreet far enough. It isnot enough to avoid the difficulty that someone should presently lack other
words to express anotion N expressed by aword W he incorrectly understands. He must be unable to
acquire any (other) wordsto express N, that is, he must be unable to acquire the notion N. For if he

does acquire other words to express N, without correcting his misunderstanding of W, we will be led



again, fird, to attribute to him contradictory beliefs, and, second, to attribute to him a bdief with a
contradictory content.  Thus, retreat would require that the speaker have a bdlief involving the notion N
when he expresses a belief usng W only when he is incapable of having his misuse corrected. We
have now clearly left behind the first step of the thought experiment; and it is distinctly odd to suggest
that it is gppropriate to attribute to a speaker abelief involving a notion which he is unable to acquire.

(2) Biting the bullet. Second, we can agree that most people do have (or can be led to have)
contradictory beliefs, and beliefs whose contents are contradictory, precisely because they
misunderstand many words they routingly use. In response, we first can observer that thisis not made
more plaugble by the posshility of having pairs of beliefs which are cannot logicaly be jointly true, or
the possihility of having necessarily fdse beliefs, asin the case of fase beliefs about mathematical
equivaences. In attributing such beliefs to someone, we are not licensed to represent the form of the
beliefs as elther X believesthat p and X bdieve that not-p, or X believesthat p and not-p. So the
intelligibility of these kinds of beliefs does not help make intdligible the beliefs we would beled to
atribute following principle [F]. Secondly, Snce araiona agent will not knowingly believe something
that is self-contradictory, we must hold the speeker is ether irrationd, or doesn’'t know what he
believes. There' s nothing (necessarily) irrationd in misunderstanding aword. So we must conclude
that the speaker does't redize what he believes (not just what he's saying, which is adifferent
matter).” In my opinion, this does far more damage to our ordinary conception of belief content than
would regjecting the first step of the thought experiment.

(3) Thethird response is to rgject the principle of the intersubgtitution of synonymsin content

clauses. Burge, in particular, has argued againgt this principle in “Belief and Synonymy”8 and so we



should see whether denying this principle redly does avoid the problem. It does not, because the only
reason to deny that synonyms can be subgtituted in content clauses would be the claim that synonyms
don’'t way's express the same notions.® As long as different expressions can express the same notions,
whether or not dl synonymous expressons do, the same difficulty can beraised. So denying this does
not avoid the problem. One would have to deny that different expressions can express the same
notions, which is to deny the independence of syntactica and semantic properties. The reasons for
adhering to this principle have aready been given.

The second difficulty relies on the possibility of a spesker expressng one of her beliefsin more
than oneway. Onewill be disposed, other things being equd, to express a bdief using different
expressons just in case one believes the different expressons to be synonymous, or, to put it more
cautioudy, just in case one bdlieves the different expressons express the same notions (or contents).
There are two cases to consder, firgt, that of someone who treats others of his expressons which he
undergtands as synonymous with (or expressing the same notion as) aword he misunderstands, and,
second, the case of someone who isn't prepared to treat any of his other words or expressons as
synonymous with the word he misunderstands.

(1) Inthefirg case, heis digposed to express the same belief usng W and using the expresson
(W*) which he thinks synonymous with W. W and W* are not synonymous according to his
community’ s sandards. Therefore, if we assgn content to his beliefs by assgning to them the content
appropriate for the words he uses to express them, interpreting his words according to community
standards (provided that he intends to be using his words as othersin his community do, and does not

grosdy misuse them), we will atribute to one belief two different contents. Since we individuate beliefs
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by their contents, it is not possible for one belief to have two different contents, so thisleads directly to
acontradiction.

Since we must give up one of these attributions as incorrect, it seems clear that we should
attribute the content corresponding to the spesker’ s expression of his belief in words he fully
understands. If we corrected the speaker’ s mistake about W' s proper use, he would stop usng Wto
express that belief, but continue to use W*. The content of his belief does not change, athough we now
correctly atributeit usng W¥. So its content dl dong was correctly attributed usng W*. The
description of the patient in the thought experiment’ sfirst step will therefore be incorrect if the patient
thinks any expressons he fully understands are synonymous with ‘arthritis .

(2) It might il be thought, however, that the thought experiment can get going in casesin
which the patient does not think any of his words or expressons are synonymous with ‘arthritis. This
isour second case.  But this does not avoid the difficulty. If a spesker who misunderstands aword
does not now have any other expressons to express what it meansin his community, he can acquire
them, in which case the same difficulty arises. We must decide which expression correctly cepturesthe
content of the belief he expresses with ether indifferently, and we will choose in favor of the one he fully
understands. It does not matter that a speaker does not yet have such an expression, for hisacquiring it
does not change the contents of his beliefs, but only gives him new expressive resources. After he
acquires anew expresson he fully understands and thinks synonymous with the word he
misunderstands, we would attribute a content to his belief corresponding to the acquired expression.
Since the content of his belief would not have changed, prior to his acquiring the new expression the

content was incorrectly ascribed using the word he misunderstood.
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It istherefore never appropriate to attribute to a speaker a content by interpreting according to
community standards the words he uses to express his belief, when he does not fully or correctly
understand those words, and, consequently, principle [P], upon which the argument for socid

externdism must be based, isfdse

When we focus on speaking in the context of communication, we can see why it isamisiake to
read off from what words a person uses to express a belief its content by interpreting them, even within
the condraints given in [P, according to the community’s sandards. The basic difficulty liesin the fact
that we can distinguish between the content of abelief (or other propositiond attitude) and the words
used to express or describeit. This makes possible our misexpressng a belief because what we
thought aword meant to our audience isnot what it did. In talking to other people, our choice of
words is guided by what we intend them to come to believe we are asserting, and by how we think they
will understand the words we assert. Mistakes occur when we are wrong about how they will
understand the words we use. But this mistake could not convict us of believing on that occasion what
those words expressed in our community or to our audience. For our mistaken choice of words was
guided by antecedent knowledge of the belief we wished to express, and our mistake was to
suppose the words we chose correctly expressed that belief. That speaking isaform of rationd action
which requires deliberation about how an audience will understand verbd behavior explains why

knowledge of contentsis aregulativeided in interpretation, and why it is a mistake to think someone
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believeswhat he literdly sayswhen he doesn't understand his words as you or others do.
If thisisright, then how should we understand what we typicaly say when corrected in our

improper use of expressons? Congder the following possible conversation:

Petient: Doctor, | think my arthritis has spread to my thigh.

Doctor: That'snot posshble. Arthritisis arheumatoid allment of the joints. Thet it occursonly in
thejointsis a part of its meaning [Sc].

Petient: Oh, I didn’t know that! | guess | was mistaken to think that | had arthritisin my thigh.
Widl, anyway, what should we do about my thigh? | can hardly walk.

Doctor: Jusgt put your prescription arthritis balm on it. That should help relieve the inflammation.
Cdl me next month to let me know how it'sgoing. Y ou can pick up your bill on the
way oult.

The difficulty isthat the patient ssems to be saying that he had the fse belief that he had arthritisin his
thigh. This, if we take him to be correctly characterizing his belief, isin conflict with our conclusion that
his beliefs were not correctly described using ‘arthritis asinterpreted according to community
standards. The correct responseis to observe that semantic ascent is hard. The patient’ s verbal
response is confused in away akin to the doctor’ s use/mention confusion. The patient does not
explicitly sgnd in what he says that he is concerned with the word, smply because he, dong with most
people, are not used to shifting from talk about things to talk about the expressons they use to talk
about things. So amigtake in the use of an expresson is gpt to get expressed as amidtake in a belief
about things. That thisisthe right interpretation is shown by what the patient would say if pressed
about whether he really thought he had arheumatoid allment of the joints (i.e. arthritis) in the thigh. |
think it is cdlear he would deny having thought that. Thiswill force usto interpret what he says as an

admission of error about what the word ‘ arthritis means, rather than an admisson of error in thinking
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he had arheumatoid alment of the joints in the thigh.
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Notes

1. See‘The Meaning of “Meaning”’ in Mind, Language and Reality, Philosophical Papers, val. 2,
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975), pp. 215-71.

2. In Midwest Studies in Philosophy, 1V, edited by French, Uehling, and Wettstein (Minnegpolis.
University of Minnesota Press, 1979), pp. 73-121. All parenthetica citations to page numbers are to
thisarticle.

3. A word or expresson occurs obliquely if existentia generdization failsif it isasngular term, or
subgtitution of coreferring terms or coextengve terms may fail to preserve the truth vaue of the sentence
containing the term.

4. | use single quotation marks throughout to form quotation names of expressions and double quotation
marks for direct quotation, reports of speech, and articletitles.

5. Jerry Fodor, “ Cognitive Science and the Twin Earth Problem,” Notre Dame Journal of Formal
Logic, 23, July 1982, pp. 98-118. Burge repliesto Fodor’ s criticism in “Two Thought Experiments
Reviewed,” op. cit. pp. 284-293. Theform in which | put the objection avoids the objections Burge
raises to Fodor’s criticism.

6. We can treat these expressons as synonymous for the purposes of the paper. Nothing will turn on
this being exactly right, aslong asit is at least possible to introduce into the language a synonym for
‘arthritis.

7. Thisisaparticularly vivid way of bringing out why socid externalism of Burge' s variety posesa
problem for self- knowledge. These issues deserve fuller discusson, however, than | can give them
here. It can be cdlearly shown, | believe, that Burge' s defense againg this charge in “ Individudism and
Sdf Knowledge,” (Journal of Philosophy, 85, November 1988, pp. 649-663) is inadequate, and that
the kind of error involved cannot be assmilated, as Burge would suggest, smply to the inability to
explicate our conceptsin other words. That is not what is going on here.

8. Journal of Philosophy, 75, March 1978, pp. 119-138.

9. One ground for this worry might be that athough articulated and unarticulated expressons may be
synonymous, the use of an articulated expression may indicate a corresponding articulation of the belief
content. The argument, however, does not depend on picking an articulated expression asthe
Synonymous expression the patient understands.
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