[This paper was published inErkenntnis 68.1 (January 2008), pp. 113-27. The official
version is available to subscribers at
http://www.springerlink.com/content/v83j47683u25242/fulltext.pdf .]

Quine, Putnam, and the ‘Quine-Putnam’ indispengglaifgument

David Liggins, University of Manchester

david.liggins@manchester.ac.uk

Abstract. Much recent discussion in the philosophy of mathigrs has concerned the
indispensability argument — an argument which aimsstablish the existence of
abstract mathematical objects through appealinbdaole that mathematics plays in
empirical science. The indispensability argumestandardly attributed to W.V. Quine
and Hilary Putnam. In this paper, | show that thigibution is mistaken. Quine’s

argument for the existence of abstract mathematigjicts differs from the argument
which many philosophers of mathematics ascribeito. IContrary to appearances,
Putnam did not argue for the existence of abstrathematical objects at all. | close by
suggesting that attention to Quine and Putnam’sings reveals some neglected

arguments for platonism which may be superior éitidispensability argument.

Much recent debate in the philosophy of mathemdtas revolved around the question of
whether there are mathematical entities such asarsnsets, and vector spaces. Platonists
assert that there are such entities, and that dheyabstract, whereas nominalists deny the
existence of abstract mathematical entitiéstly argument for platonism is thus an argument
against nominalism.

One argument for platonism which has recently ramkextensive discussion is known
as the ‘Quine-Putnam indispensability argumente Bingument claims that we should posit

abstract mathematical entities because of themnaklematics plays in empirical science. The



debate over this argument has been a lively onth, supporters of the argument — such as
Michael Resnik (1997) and Mark Colyvan (2001) -ewpting to repel the counter-arguments
launched by Hartry Field (1980, 1989), Geoffrey |khain (1999), Elliott Sober (1993),
Penelope Maddy (1997), and Joseph Melia (2000) ngmthers. The present paper makes no
attempt to contribute to this debate. Instead, erggective will be a scholarly one: | will argue
that neither Quine nor Putnam ever used the arguthanis usually called the ‘Quine-Putnam
indispensability argument’. Quine indeed argued dlatonism, but his argument (I claim)
relies on his distinctive views about how to ansamological questions, whereas the so-called
Quine-Putnam argument does not. Putnam didn’t aiguglatonism at all: close examination
of the passages that are routinely read as argsrfarthis conclusion reveals that his interest
was in the objectivity of mathematics rather tHanexistence of abstract mathematical objects.
The argument will proceed as follows. The firsctem examines some recent
statements of the argument, to prove that it ismonly attributed to Quine and Putnam.
Sections 2 and 3 outline Quine’s method of arg@imgexistential claims and use this to show
that Quine did not put forward the ‘Quine-Putnanguanent. Finally, section 4 turns to Putnam,
arguing that his writings on the philosophy of neattatics have been misread. In the final
section, | consider what implications all this teoldor contemporary philosophy of

mathematics.

1. What is the indispensability argument?
There are many different statements of the indisaleitity argument. To begin with, let us
examine two recent formulations. Michael Resnikssé® argument as flowing from three

(Quinean) premises:



Indispensability a) Mathematical theories are indispensable compisnof our best
scientific theories; b) referring to mathematichjexts and invoking mathematical
principles is indispensable to the practice of rsoge

Confirmational Holism The evidence for a scientific theory bears dlyeapon its
theoretical apparatus as a whole and not upondisidual hypotheses.

Naturalism Science is our ultimate arbiter of truth and eense. (Resnik 1995: 166)

Resnik states the argument as follows:

[1]f mathematics is an indispensable componentc@rge, then, by holism, whatever
evidence we have for science is also evidence Her mathematical objects and
mathematical principles it presupposes. So, byrak$m, mathematics is true, and the
existence of mathematical objects is as well grednds that of the other entities

posited by science. (Resnik 1995: 166)

Susan Vineberg explains the indispensability arguragnilarly:

Both Quine and Putnam have argued that acceptdrmar gcientific theories as true
forces us to accept abstract mathematical entiiegell. The reason stems from the fact
that mathematics forms an essential part of mamupgcientific theories. ... For both
philosophers, since mathematical theory forms aerdggl part of our well confirmed
scientific theories, we have reason to regard tl¢hematical theory used in these
theories as true as well. Furthermore, they cliat the variables in our mathematical
theories range over abstract entities and hence ekistence is presupposed by the

truth of our scientific theories of which mathergatis a part .... Thus, to accept the



truth of our scientific theories while denying thgistence of abstract mathematical
objects is simply to fail to accept the consequenek affirming the truth of our

scientific theories. (Vineberg 1996: S257)

These quotations suggest the following argument:

(1)  We should believe the claims made by well confirreei@ntific theories.

(2) Some pure mathematical theories (e.g. arithmetialysis) are essential parts of well
confirmed scientific theories.

(3)  Scientific experiments do not confirm single senten(‘The Earth’s orbit takes 365
days’), or even single theories (Copernican astronofor instance);rather, they
confirm theories along with the auxiliary hypothesthat are used to derive the
predictions to be tested.

(4)  We should believe these pure mathematical theqfesm (2) and (3))

(5) If these pure mathematical theories are true, tiheme are abstract mathematical
entities.

(6) So we should believe that there are abstratiienaatical entities. (From (4) and (5))

Here, premises (2), (3) and (1) correspond to Ré&shidispensability, Confirmational Holism,
and Naturalism respectively. Premiss (5) has notsspart in Resnik’s argument, but needs to
be present in order for the argument to show tieretare abstract mathematical entities. The
only book-length study of the argument, ColyvanZ(ffesents it in essentially the same way.
The indispensability argument is very commonlyilatired to W.V. Quine and Hilary
Putnam. As we saw above, Vineberg credits Quine Rutdam with the argument. Other

citations are legion. Putnam 1971 is libeus classicusor the argument: citations include Field



1980: 107 n. 4, Horgan 1984: 529, Maddy 1990: 29S3tapiro 1997: 46; Melia 2000: 455,
Yablo 2000: 197, and Colyvan 2001: 10. Along witany other authors, Horgan (1984: 529),
Maddy (1990: 29), Papineau (1993: 191-2), and Goty{2001: 10) attribute the argument to
Quine? In short, it is very common for philosophers of theanatics to attribute the
indispensability argument to Quine or Putnam ohbabt the following sections, | will show
that this attribution is mistaken, starting withi@ai | begin by outlining Quine’s preferred way
of arguing for existential claims; then | show thae ‘Quine-Putnam’ indispensability

argument was not put forward by Quine.

2. Quine’s ontological method

Quine held that it is philosophically fruitful tcapaphrase our best scientific theories into a
‘canonical notation’ (first-order predicate calcsilwo be precise). Here the word ‘paraphrase’
does not mean that the original sentence and tia@paase have the same meaning, or even the
same truth-conditions (as Quine 1960: 159, 242, 26819 make clear): Quine avoided this
idea, since he was suspicious of the notions diyaci#y and synonymy. Neither does Quine
propose that scientists should use the formal pasgps instead of ordinary scientific language:
he emphasises that there is no reason for scetistse formal languages in their day-to-day
work (Quine 1960: 161-2). Instead, Quine regardspiraphrases as philosophically valuable
because they wear their ontological commitmenttheir faces. Once scientific theories have
been paraphrased into canonical notation, we camhesn to discover what exists.

To understand this idea, it will be helpful to saylttle more about the notion of

ontological commitment. The usual way of explaining this:

A sentence is ontologically committed to an erifitit entails that the entity exists, that

Is, if it could not possibly be true unless thetgrexisted.



So if a theory is true — that is, if all the semiemincluded in it are true — then its ontological
commitments must exist. A theory’s ontological comnments are its implicit existential
claims.

As Quine pointed out, this way of understandintplmgical commitment will not do if
we want to find out whagortsof things our best theories say exist. For a theaght have no
ontological commitments in the sense just introdydeit ‘still not tolerate an empty universe

either’ (1969a: 96). Take the sentence:

(A)  There is a book.

This sentence is not ontologically committed to anyity: for no entitye does (A) entail thae
exists. The existence of any book suffices to nthke(A) true; nospecificbook is required.
However, (A) does entail that theresemebook: the sentence will be false if there are ookis

at all. We ought to be able to say that the seletenantologically committed to the existence of

books (that is, to the existence of at least orakjod he following formulation lets us do this:

A sentence is ontologically committed tés iff s entails that there exists &n

(cf. Quine 1969a: 93).

Just what existential claims are entailed by ser@e of canonical notation? To answer
that question, we have to understand how the folangluage is interpreted. The predicates are
interpreted by using English expressions. For m#awe may say that the predicate ‘D’
applies to all and only those things that are dégs.convenience, Quine often adopts the

device of using English expressions in place ofljgages when writing down paraphrases, and



I will follow him in this, writing ‘(X x is-a-dog’ instead ofx Dx’. How about the quantifiers?
Stipulating how the formal language is to be intetpd, Quine writes: ‘Existence is what
existential quantification expresses. There anegthiof kind F if and only ifx Fx (Quine

1969a: 97, notation slightly altered; cf. Quine 188 It follows that:

(OC1) If a sentenceof canonical notation entails a sentence of thefax Fx’, sentails that

there ardrs.

More generally, a sentence of the foffix {o(x)’ (where@(x) is an open sentence) is true just in
case there is some entity satisfyip(g). The sentence is saidqoantify oversuch entities, and
the bound variable x is saiditange overthem. Let us consider the special case wipgoas of
the form ‘x=a, for some constard. Since ‘=" signifies identity,[x @)’ will be true just if

there is some entity that is identicalate that is, just ifa exists. So:

(OC2) If a sentencs of canonical notation entails a sentence of thenfdx x=a’, s entails

thata exists.

By the definition of ‘ontological commitment’, ibflows that any sentence entailindg<'Fx’ is
ontologically committed td-s, and any sentence entailirigk‘x=a’ is committed toa. For

instance, consider:

(B) [X (xis-a-ruler & x=k); and

(C) [Xxis-a-pencil.



(B) entails [k x=k’; (OC2) says that (B) entails that k exis$e. (B) is ontologically committed
to k. (B) is also ontologically committed to atde€ane ruler, since it entailgk x is-a-ruler’. In
the same way, (C) entails the existence of at leastpencil. We can therefore say that it is
ontologically committed to pencils, though not ttygarticular one.

When we know how to read off the existential iroations of sentences in canonical
notation, we have a naturalistic way of answeringplogical questions, giving entities a place
in our ontology for ‘essentially scientific reasobri®uine 1969a: 97). We paraphrase our
scientific theories into canonical notation; thee lwok to see what the paraphrases quantify
over. Quine assumes that we should believe theppeases of well confirmed empirical
theories, and everything that they entail. So éf plaraphrases are ontologically committed to
Fs, we should includEs in our ontology, and if the paraphrases entaildlexists, we should

includea in our ontology. We can argue for ontological dasmns in this way:

Our best theories, once paraphrased, are ontolygicammitted to Fs (or: are
ontologically committed t@).

We should believe the paraphrases of our bestigseor

Therefore:

We should believe that there dts (or: believe thaa exists)’?

3. Quine’s argument and the indispensability argumet
With this background in place, it is easy to s@tene’s argument for platonism. In many of
our best scientific theories, quantitative languaggeunds. For instance, scientists say things

like

(S)  The surface area of Saturn is X082 km®.



The only way to paraphrase such sentences intong@aotation involves quantifying over
numbers. Therefore we should accept the existeincerbers.

Why should we think that the paraphrases musttgyaver numbers? Early on, Quine
experimented with alternative paraphrases (see @andnd Quine 1947). But these did not
deal with much of mathematics, and Quine later cemielieve that quantifying over numbers

is required. To paraphrase (S) into canonical f@tatve must say something like:

(S*)  1.08x10"is-the-surface-area-in-Knaof Saturn

(see Quine 1960: 245). And (S*) entailsx‘x=1.0810"?. By (OC2), it is ontologically
committed to 1.0810"% Assuming that numbers are abstract objects|livis that if (S*) is
true, there are abstract objects. According to Quive have ‘essentially scientific reasons’ to
be platonists.

As | have mentioned, there is an alternative dgbeword ‘paraphrase’, avoided by
Quine, according to which a sentence shares tankitons with its paraphrase. Many
philosophers fail to share the distaste for anatytthat led Quine to avoid this notion. Suppose
that such a philosopher wishes to give an accduhedruth-conditions of a group of sentences.
One possibility is to try to go directly from theginal sentences to some specification of their
truth-conditions. Another is to make use of annmiediate language (L, say). On this approach,
we translate each sentence of the original grotglinas well as providing an account of the
truth-conditions of sentences of L. Put togetheese furnish truth-conditions for the original
sentences. I'll call this way of giving truth-cotidns proxy semantigsfollowing Sainsbury
1991: 326. Within philosophy, Donald Davidson (198084) has been the most prominent

advocate of proxy semantics for natural languages.
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There is an obvious way of mimicking the Quineattgra of argument within this
alternative framework. Let us suppose that thertsewarites down their proxy translations in
the same language as Quine uses, with the samepretegion, so that the ontological
commitments of the proxies can be found by applyi@¢l) and (OC2). We can take a
sentence from a well confirmed scientific theorgnslate it into the proxy language, then find
out what ontological commitments the translatios bg using (OC1) and (OC2). Since the
original sentence and the translation have the samih-conditions, the ontological
commitments of the proxy belong to the originaltsane too. If the original sentence is true,
then these entities must exist. But since we shbelteve our best scientific theories, we
should believe the original sentence, so we shoelig¢ve that these entities do exist. Once we

believe a theory, its commitments become ours.péteern of argument is as follows:

Our best scientific theories are ontologically cotted toFs (or:a).
We should believe our best scientific theories.
Therefore:

We should believe that there d&e (or: believe thaa exists).

This is what Davidson 1977 calls ‘the method ofttrim metaphysics’.

We can use this to construct an argument for pistian

Some of our scientific theories are ontologicalyrenitted to abstract mathematical
objects.

We should believe our well confirmed scientificahes.

Therefore:

We should believe that there are abstract matheatatbjects.
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This is a telescoped version of the argument (Ljr8n section 1, which is customarily
attributed to Quine. (The first premiss here cqroesls to (4), the second to (5).) We can now
see that this is not Quine’s argument, since isdu# follow his favoured method of arguing
for existential claims. There is no mention of gdmase into canonical notation; the first
premiss of the argument makes a claim about thelamital commitments of oucurrent
theories, rather than the ontological commitmemtegimented versions. Quine, on the other
hand, believes that there is no fact of the matbeut the commitments of ordinary talk before
we paraphrase it: ‘a fenced ontology is just nqiliait in ordinary language’ (Quine 1981b: 9).
Those who attribute the indispensability argumenQtiine are actually crediting him with a

Davidsonian argument that he would not have endorse

4. Putnam and the indispensability argument
The following passage from PutnanPsilosophy of Logi€1971) sounds very much like the

indispensability argument:

So far | have been developing an argument forgeedilong roughly the following lines:
quantification over mathematical entities is indispable for science, both formal and
physical; therefore we should accept such quaatifbo; but this commits us to

accepting the existence of the mathematical estitiguestion. This type of argument
stems, of course, from Quine, who has for yeaesséd both the indispensability of
quantification over mathematical entities and titellectual dishonesty of denying the

existence of what one daily presupposes. (Putnafh: 137)
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It is no surprise, then, that Putnam 1971 iddbas classicu$or the indispensability argument.
In this section, | will first explain why this aitbution seems compelling: then | will show that,
far from mounting the indispensability argumentirfam did not argue for platonism at 3ll.

In 1967, Putnam published an essay which suggestedpreting mathematical
sentences as modal logical claims, a view notmitai to Geoffrey Hellman’s (1989) modal
structuralism (Putnam 1967b). These interpretatwasd quantifying over numbers by using a
modal primitive: claims about numbers are reveatethe claims about possible structures.
Putnam’s view is that this understanding of math@waand the traditional platonist
understanding in terms of abstract objects areivadgnt descriptions’ (46) and can be used to

clarify each other. Underlying this attitude isefldtionary approach to ontology:

[W]e do not have to choose between Platonism...Nordinalism.... The old question
‘Would a list of all the things in the world inclacchairsand numbers, or only such

things as chairs?’ is not a good question. (Puth@n®: xi, xii)

In ‘What is mathematical truth?’ (1975), Putnam umyg that the ‘consistency and
[mathematical] fertility’ (73) of classical mathetits is evidence for its truth. He then asserts
that the role mathematics plays in physical theoeans that ‘it is not possible to be a realist
with respect to physical theory and a nominalighwespect to mathematical theory’ (73).
Putnam sketches an argument, referring the reades t1971 for a more detailed treatment.

It might appear, then, that Putham repudiated betrihe of ‘equivalent descriptions’
between 1967 and 1975. Further evidence is seeyningVided by this passage, which occurs

just after his claim that scientific realists cabhbe nominalists:
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In a sense, this means that our intuitions arensistent. For | believe that the position
most people find intuitive — the one that | ceryifound intuitive — is realism with
respect to the physical world and some kind of matsm or if-thenism with respect to

mathematics. (1975: 74)

Putnam’s 1975 position appears to be that the modalal understanding of mathematics is
inadequate for the needs of science; he seemaito ttiat ‘mathematics as modal logic’ is not
equivalent to platonism but decidedly inferior. Tinedal translations concern what follows
from what, making no reference to numbers; suttely is the ‘nominalism’ and ‘if-thenism’
attacked by Putnam’s arguments, both here andsih31?

That this interpretation is widely shared is iradex] by the many citations of Putnam
1971 as suggesting an indispensability argumenpl@ionism, in the sense of that term |
introduced above. To see what is wrong with thierpretation of Putnam 1971, let us start
with his 1975 paper. He certainly says there tlaisharguing against nominalism and for
realism (75, 73). But by ‘realism’ he means thewibat mathematical sentences are either true
or false (bivalence) and are made true by ‘somgtixternal.. not (in general) our sense data,
actual or potential, or the structure of our minoispur language, etc.” (1975: 70). Call this
Harvard realism Clearly, lots of nominalist positions would coast Harvard realist, because
they respect the mind-independence of mathemadtighl Harvard realism is more to do with
objectivity than the existence of mathematical otgePutnam explicitly says that realism —
that is, Harvard realism — is not committed to ¢ixestence of abstract mathematical objects,
because the modal logical picture is realist téw@ré is no need to “buy” the Platonist
ontology’ to be a realist in his sense (1975: A), 7

Following Quine (e.g. Quine 1960: 233), Putnamsug® word ‘nominalist’ in an

unusual way as well. According to Putnam, ‘mathersats modal logic’ is ‘not intended to
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satisfy the nominalist. The nominalist, good maat the is, cannot accept modal notions any
more that he can accept the existence of setse@ive the nominalist to satisfy himself' (1975:
70). By ‘nominalism’ Putnam means not the rejectdrabstract entities but the rejection of
abstract entitieand modality Call thisHarvard nominalism

With its terminology understood as intended, Patri&75 begins to look very different.
Putnam’s argument for ‘realism’ aims to establisbt mplatonism but instead the
mind-independence of mathematics. Rather than kmimgd at those who deny the existence
of mathematical objects, the argument’s targdtase who deny the objectivity of mathematics
— in Putnam’s opinion, intuitionists and fictiorst§.® How is the 1975 argument
anti-nominalist? Putnam seems to assume that tlgeHamvard realist positions are platonism
and ‘mathematics as modal logic’ (see for examPlgs1 70; 1979: xi.) Since neither of these
counts as nominalist in Putnam’s framework, hisiargnt for Harvard realism is automatically
an argument against Harvard nominalism.

One puzzling detail remains: Putnam’s rejection ‘ibthenism’. To dispel the
impression that this term refers to the modal lagmcture of mathematics, let us consider
Putnam’s 1967a, ‘The thesis that mathematics i€’loghis paper, which was written before
Putnam’s espousal of modal logic and the thesisopfivalent descriptions’ (1979: xiii), argues
for a view of mathematics which is explicitly call&f-thenism’ (1967a: 20). The footnote
added to this paper when it was printed in Putn@i#®Inakes it crystal clear that this, not the
modal view, was Putnam’s tardet.

We have said enough to show that Putnam 1975 ismargument for the existence of
abstract mathematical objects. What about Putnafi,Mhich is more commonly cited as a
source of the indispensability argument? On théasar Putnam seems to give a perfectly
explicit statement of the indispensability arguméate the quotation above), concluding that

we should accept the existence of the mathemantaies used in science. If this is right, then
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Putnam’s progress must have been along these IBetsveen 1967 and 1971, Putnam
convinced himself that the applicability of matheiwgwas good evidence for platonism, and
abandoned the ‘equivalent descriptions’ idea. Sdtarwards he wrote his 1971, which argues
that indispensability supports platonism. But befd®75 he regained his belief in ‘equivalent
descriptions’, and restated the indispensabili(piarent as an argument for Harvard realism in
his 1975 paper.

Given that few of Putnam’s philosophical opini¢trase proved immune from revision,
this might seem a compelling view. But there are pieces of evidence that tell against it.
Firstly, Putnam 1975 summarises Puthnam 1971 irethesds: ‘a reasonable interpretation of
the application of mathematics to the physical worlekquires a [Harvard] realistic
interpretation of mathematics’. No change in viewgignalled; indeed, the reader is referred to
Putnam 1971 for a fuller exposition of the argumdihie other piece of evidence is the final
section of Putnam 1971, ‘Unconsidered complicatidnghis passage, Putnam tells the reader
that ‘the realm of mathematical fact admits of m&yuivalent descriptions™, and regrets that
he lacks the space to deal with this issue (19%36:7. Although he does not mention the
modal logical picture, | think we can be confidénat he means the same by ‘equivalent
descriptions’ as he does in his 1967b and 1975erGthat his 1971 was intended to be an
introductory work, it seems right to say that Patnehose to give a simplified version of his
argument for Harvard realism, conflating it wittafgnism for simplicity’s sak®.

This account of the development of Putham’s vielwsetails neatly with his more
recent writings on the philosophy of mathematice hbs repeatedly attacked Quine’s
mathematical realism: ‘[W]ouldn't mathematics hawerked exactly as well even if the
“intangible objects” didn't exist? ... But doesitis already show that positing immaterial
objects to account for the success of mathemadias useless shuffle?’ (1996: 247, italics

removed; see also 2004: 65-7, which is part ottute entitled ‘Objectivity without objects’).
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Nowhere does he signal that he used to endorsiottiene he attacks. Elsewhere he is explicit
in noting changes of view; for instance, PutnamL2%9 n. 29 highlights a disagreement with
Putnam 1975.

In summary, | agree with Burgess and Rosen whenwhite:

It may very well be, then, that if [Putnam] had hhd space to discuss ‘equivalent
descriptions’ [in his 1971] he would instead haaiel ¢hat classical mathematics, either
in its usual version with abstracta, or in an ‘eqient description’ with modality, is

indispensable. (1997: 201)

The *Quine-Putnam indispensability argument’ ismaisied: Putham never held that we should

believe in mathematical entities because of the obimathematics in scient®.

5. Summary and implications

As we have seen, both Quine and Putnam thoughtthikascientific utility of mathematics
provides evidence for the truth of some mathemiatataims, but the argument from
mathematical truth to platonism stems from Quinenal The current debate over the
metaphysics of mathematics focuses on an arguranistnot Quine’s (though it is similar to
Quine’s). In other words, neither Quine nor Putmarmforward the argument that is generally
called the ‘Quine-Putnam indispensability argumefkex Oliver (1999: 269) writes: ‘Neither
logicians nor grammarians can be trusted to tellhistory of either grammar or logic’. My
main conclusion is that, likewise, philosophersnwthematics cannot be trusted to tell the
recent history of their own discipline.

To finish, let me consider what implications thesattribution | have exposed has for

contemporary debate in the philosophy of mathemaliloes reflecting on Quine and Putnam’s
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actual arguments show that there is anything wneity the argument that is standardly
attributed to them? And does it help to point pdophers of mathematics in any new directions?
| will take these questions in turn.

To answer the first question, let me begin withif@u As we have seen, the
‘Quine-Putnam’ argument involves claims about theotmgical commitments of natural
language sentences, whereas Quine’s argument daeluine claims that there is no fact of
the matter about the commitments of ordinary talis. plausible to suppose that Quine is led to
this view by his belief in the indeterminacy ofrtstation: if, as Quine believes, the criterion of
ontological commitment applies to sentence of cam@motation’* then natural language
sentences have determinate ontological commitnaysif it how they should be translated
into canonical notation is a determinate mattenc&itranslation is indeterminate, natural
language sentences lack determinate ontologicahgments.

But it is far from clear that we should be persddy Quine’s arguments for the
intedeterminacy of translation. This is not thecpldo report in detail the debate over the
doctrine, but one source of weakness in Quine’sraemts is their claim that the only evidence
relevant to translation is behavioural facts alamgent and dissent (see Miller 1998: 131-2). To
say the very least, it is far from clear that Qsrerguments establish their conclusion (see
Miller 1998: 128-150 and Kirk 2004). Quine has established that there is anything worrying
about arguments that involve claims about the ogiohl commitments of natural language
sentences. So reflection on Quine’s actual argumevides no reason to abandon discussion
of the ‘Quine-Putnam’ argument.

Let me turn now to Putnam. As we saw in sectioRutnam does not aim to establish
platonism. His deflationary attitude to ontologidabates means that he doubts whether there
is any intelligible question concerning the exiseof abstract mathematical objects. But does

Putnam offer any convincing justification for tragtitude? Putnam’s writings on this remain
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controversial, with several authors have arguirag tie does not (see Gross 2004; van Inwagen
2002; Horgan and Timmons 2002; Sider 2001: intrtidag Sider forthcoming; see also the
other essays in Chalmers, Manley and Wassermai, fedficoming). Stated very roughly,
Putnam’s idea is that ontologists with rival thesrare talking past each other — they mean
different things by the words and phrases likestestiand ‘there are’ — and that this shows that
ontological debates are unworthy of our attentRutnam’s critics argue that it is not clear how
his claim that ontologists are talking past eadteotan be developed into a tenable semantic
account of the operation of these words and phraseisthey suggest that Putham’s arguments
do little to undermine the project of ontologyidthen, not clear that Putnam provides us with
any reason to stop investigating ontological thesesh as platonism, or to stop investigating
arguments in their support, such as the ‘Quine-duatrargument.

Luckily, then, the misattribution of the argumémQuine and Putnam is no threat to its
continued discussion — though if the controverd@itrines these philosophers espouded
turn out to be defensible, then the ‘Quine-Putnargument will be in trouble.

To close, | will suggest that consideration of Guand Putnam’s original arguments

points out some neglected ways to argue for platonConsider this passage from Quine:

Measures have sometimes been viewed as impure msinmidee miles, nine gallons.
We do better to follow Carnap in construing eadiesof measurement as a polyadic
general term relating physical objects to pure nemsbThus ‘gallorxy means that the
presumably fluid and perhaps scattered physicalabbpmounts tg gallons, and ‘mile
XyZ means that the physical objectsandy arez miles apart. Pure numbers, then,
apparently belong in our ontology. (Quine 1981h:fddtnote omitted; cf. Quine 1960:

245)
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This passage argues for the existence of numbetiseogrounds that measurement sentences
such as length- and volume-ascriptions are besthesged using quantification over numbers.
There is no mention of pure mathematical sentehees. Similarly, one of Putnam’s (1971:
section 5) main examples is from applied mathersatiot pure mathematics: he argues that we
have to quantify over numbers in order to state tdais law of gravitation. Quine (1981b: 14)
also mentions laws. These passages suggest twmeanggi for platonism that do not go via

pure mathematics:

(1a) We should believe the measurement claims rgaeell confirmed scientific theories
— for instance, astronomy’s claim: ‘Saturn hasatefarea 1.08.0"* km?.
(2a) If these measurement claims are true, thee dre abstract mathematical entities.

(3a) So we should believe that there are abstratiteamatical entities.

(1b)  We should believe the law-statements thatréga well confirmed scientific theories.
(2b) If these law-statements are true, then theyebstract mathematical entities.

(3b) So we should believe that there are abstrathematical entities.

Unlike the standard ‘Quine-Putnam’ argument givernseéction 1, these arguments do not
invoke confirmational holism. This is an advantagecause some of the most important
attacks on the indispensability argument targstpghémiss (Sober 1993, Maddy 2065 hese

attacks are no threat to the two arguments justrgifhat said, these arguments do involve
claims about the entailments of measurement sesdeand law-statements ((2a), (2b)) —
claims which are nabbviouslytrue (norobviouslyfalse). But the advocate of platonism may

find these easier to defend than the confirmatitiedism the standard argument invokes. So
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attention to Quine and Putnam’s writings is impottanot just to set the record straight, but

because it reveals some new argumentative stratégiglatonists to explott
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Notes

! What it is to be abstract has also been a topiisofission. Perhaps the most popular approach
has been to say that an entity is abstract ifiéké spatio-temporal location and is causally
inactive. Nothing | will say here hinges on whastlctness is taken to be; see Hale 1987,

chapter 3 and Rosen 2001 for more on the debate.

2 A few authors differ: Resnik (1997: 45 n. 3) isure whether Quine and Putnam intended the
argument they are usually credited with; he prodwcguotation from Putnam 1971 which he
interprets as expressing a different, ‘pragmatiguanent for patonism (Resnik 1997: 47 n. 7).

And see footnote 5 below.

% In this exposition of Quine’s ontological methdchave deliberately ignored his theses of
ontological relativity and inscrutability of referee. For an explanation of why these doctrines

do not undermine the project of ontology, see Hy2604, 8V.
* For versions of this argument, see Quine 1969@Mand Quine 1981b.

> Not every author has agreed with this attributiboring a discussion of Colyvan, Pincock
2004: 67 asserts thBhilosophy of Logidgs an argument for Harvard realism, not platonism;
and whilst surveying the varieties of nominalismarid in print, Burgess and Rosen 1997: 201
spend a paragraph arguing for the same interpratafince these passages have met with a

resounding silence, | judge that a more detailsdudision is required.

® The references to Errett Bishop (a prominent fitmist) and the scorn heaped on the view

that numbers and functions are ‘mere fictions’ (ff¥éke this clear.
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" ‘This [if-thenist view of applied mathematics]usong. Cf. chapter 4 [i.e. Putnam 1975] in
which it is argued that one cannot consistentlyabeealist in physics and an if-thenist in

mathematics.’ (33)

8 One ‘unconsidered complication’ of my own is thaathematics as modal logic’ changed
between 1967b and 1975. In the earlier paper, Rutmses logical necessity in his modal
translations; in the later one, he invokes ‘a gr@nd uniquely mathematical sense of
“possible” and “impossible™ (1975: 70). Field (18870 n. 36) is baffled by the change, but |
think that he himself provides an explanation (884 85 n. 7): if we use purely logical

modality, every consistent theory will come out egually ‘good’, and, since this is

incompatible with bivalence (which the ‘objectstpi@’ is intended to support), the ‘equivalent
descriptions’ thesis will be hard to sustain. $ihgftto a less permissive sort of modality
resolves the problem. | do not think that admittiigtnam’s change of heart threatens the

argument in the text.

%n conversation with the author in Sheffield, 20B&tnam confirmed that his 1971 and 1975

were intended to establish Harvard realism ratan platonism.

19Indeed, there are passages where he seems tessthiemathematics as modal logic’ is
superior to the standard picture: ‘The theory oftramatics as the study of spem@bjectshas

a certain implausibility which, in my view, the thg of mathematics as the study of ordinary
objects with the aid of a special concept does...{ffjuzzles... as to how one can refer to

mathematical objects... can be clarified with tltead modal notions’ (1975: 72).

1 Quine (1960: 242) argues that there is no symtacitierion of ontological commitment that
applies directly to natural language sentencedt thast there is no simple correlation between

the outward forms of ordinary affirmations and éxéstences implied’. To show this, Quine
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points out that the sentence ‘Agnes has fleasbeaimterpreted ask (Fx & Gx)’ whereas
other sentences of the same form, such as ‘Taldbyr@ae’ and ‘Ernest hunts lions’, cannot.

(See also Quine 1969a: 106.)

12 Maddy 1997: 133-143 attacks the conjunction oficorational holism and Quine’s criterion
of ontological commitment. Only recently has shesdn to lay the blame specifically with

confirmational holism. For commentary on Sober,Resnik 1997, chapter 7, Colyvan 2001:
126-134, and Leng 2002. For commentary on Maddy Gxdyvan 2001, chapter 5 and Leng

2002.

13 This paper draws on chapter 3 of my Ph.D. thesigins 2005). | would like to give the
warmest of thanks to Rosanna Keefe and Chris HoagKar their painstaking supervision. |
would also like to thank Hilary Putnam for discugshis work with me. For comments and

advice, thanks to Chris Daly, Michael Scott, angaaanymous referee.



