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Abstract:

Quine has moved toward "naturalism" in philosophy, which I applaud; 
at the same time his work has touched off a new round of pseudo-problems 
in philosophy, which I lament. I read the pseudo-problems as evidence 
that the shift toward naturalism has not been thorough-going enough. In 
this paper I undertake an extended discussion of sane of the problems 
and prospects of a thorough-going sMft to a naturalistic viewpoint in 
philosophy, making frequent reference to Quine’s work. I suggest, in 
particular, that the notions of truth and reference, so central to 
Quine’s views, are not likely to survive as theoretically central notions 
within the kind of theory of language and thought which a more perfect 
naturalism (vaguely) foresees and works toward.



Beyond Truth and Reference:

Reflections Mainly on Quine’s "Ontological Relativity"'*'

No, our science is no illusion. But an illusion it 
would be to suppose that what sciencé cannot give us 
we can get elsewhere. (Freud, The Future of an Illu­
sion)

I

We continue to feel our way along in philosophy, trying to 
do our work even as we try to understand what work it is we 
are doing and where it is leading us. Our methodological 
self-consciousness is of course not all that it could be: we 
turn out, often enough, to be mere specialists in the culti­
vation of this or that corner of the current philosophical 
vineyard; and we soothe our consciences with some variant of 
the claim that reflection on the nature of philosophy is for 
the philosopher as ornithology is for the birds. Now however 
true this sort of claim may be as applied to other areas of 
human activity, in philosophy it just doesn’t apply. Philos­
ophy continues to be, at its best, an attempt to form a com­
plete conception of things, philosophy included: philosophi­
cal activity is essentially self-reflective.

Professor Quine has long been guided in his work by a con­
viction about what he (at any rate) is doing in philosophy, 
and about where his work is leading him. This conviction is 
embodied in his oft-repeated naturalistic dictum, "Philosophy 
is continuous with science." He even says, "is an aspect of 
science." Or, as Word and Object has it,

philosophy..., as an effort to get clearer on things, 
is not to be distinguished in essential points of pur­
pose and method from good and bad science, (p. 4)

^"Anyone who reads this paper and who has read Quine’s work 
with any care will clearly see how much indebted I am to Quine 
for providing me with much more than a mere foil for my views. 
These debts of mine to Quine, unlike other of my debts, I am 
grateful for, and happy to acknowledge. Some readers may 
notice also that here and there I have borrowed a happy phrase 
from some author without acknowledging the source; if this 
proves offensive, I shall own these debts too.
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Emphasis here must be on 'as an effort to get clearer on 
things' : philosophy as an effort to get clearer on things 
is continuous with or an aspect of science. And so with the 
epigraph from Freud: an illusion it would be to suppose that 
what science cannot give us in the way of understanding we 
can get elsewhere. There are surely many things science can­
not give us; and philosophy has been many things besides an 
effort to get clearer on things.

I call Quine's dictum naturalistic because, at least as it 
proceeds from his mouth, it means much more than the obvious 
claim that philosophy, like science, aims at truth and claims 
acceptance on rational grounds.’ Beyond this, the doctrine 
thus summed up has served both as a guiding and informative 
and as a regulative principle in Quine's work. On the one 
hand it has permitted him to see empirical learning theory, 
for example, as being relevant to the solution of epistemolog 
ical problems, and to see his own speculations on our acquisi 
tion of the whole objectificatory apparatus of the English 
language as being in turn contributions, at some theoretical 
remove and with philosophical considerations clearly in mind, 
to empirical theory of language. It is mainly in his contri­
butions to a naturalistic epistemology and theory of language 
that we see the doctrine that philosophy is continuous with 
science doing its guiding and informative work in Quine's 
philosophy.

On the other hand, as Quine says,

Our dissociation from the old epistemologists has brought 
both freedom and responsibility. We gain access to the 
resources of natural science and we accept the methodo­
logical restraints of natural science. In our account of 
how science might be acquired we do not try to justify 
science by some prior and firmer philosophy, but neither 
are we to maintain less than scientific standards. Evi­
dence must regularly be sought in external objects, out 
where observers can jointly observe it. Speculation is 
allowable if recognized for what it is and conducted with 
a view to the possible access of evidence at some future

pJust so as to forestall one possible misunderstanding at 
the outset, I should perhaps remark that just as for Quine 
science is self-conscious common sense, so common sense is 
unself-conscious science.

^Which is the interpretation M. Mothersill puts on it in 
a recent review in The Journal of Philosophy, 72 (January 
30, 1975), p. 29. Whether Mothersill had Quine in mind in 
citing the dictum I do not know.
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Here is the regulative side of the doctrine. We must, in phi­
losophy, accept the methodological restraints of natural sci­
ence. Ob j ective sense must be made of our theoretical no­
tions; evidence must be sought in external objects, out where 
everybody can see it. Here especially is the source of Quine’s 
rejection of the whole theoretical vocabulary of "uncritical 
semantics": 'meaning', 'synonymy', 'significance', 'proposi­
tion', 'entailment', 'analytic': no objective sense is to be 
made of these notions; therefore there is no hope that any 
serious understanding of thought or of language is to be gain­
ed by continuing to think in these terms. If we are to get 
clearer on language, in the only sense of 'get clearer' we 
know, it will have to be in other words than these. "...An 
illusion it would be to suppose that what science cannot give 
us we can get elsewhere." An important byproduct of Quine's 
rejection of the materials of uncritical semantics has been 
to drive him even further into the embrace of his naturalis­
tic conception of philosophical activity. For with the lapse 
of the analytic/synthetic distinction all hope for an autono­
mous philosophical activity in the guise of "analysis" has 
had to be given up. The abandonment of uncritical semantics, 
on naturalistic grounds, has served to make Quine more method­
ologically self-conscious than ever. He has become more "pos­
itivistic" than the positivists.

Having abandoned the materials of uncritical semantics, the 
problem is to find other words and other forms of words which 
can profitably be pressed into service in our efforts to under­
stand our language and thought. Our requirements are twofold. 
On the one hand we require that the theory toward which we 
work bear some relation to the solution of our problems in 
philosophy; our theory must have that sort of generality and 
depth. On the other hand, in accordance with our naturalis­
tic bent we require that the theory toward which we work be 
empirical theory; it must end up being science. Quine, for 
his part, has long thought that the vocabulary of the theory 
of reference— 'naming', 'truth of', 'truth', 'extension'—  
holds out some promise of yielding the sort of understanding 
we seek of our language and thought; understanding, for ex­
ample, of questions of ontology, questions we hope can be 
gotten a grip on from within the framework of some empirical 
theory about the language in which our talk of objects is 
couched. In "Notes on the Theory of Reference" he says that

It is a striking fact that [the notions of the theory of

stage.^

HW. V. Quine, The Roots of Reference (La Salle, Illinois: 
Open Court, 1973)} p. 3̂ .
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reference], despite the paradoxes which we associate with 
them, are so very much less foggy and mysterious than the 
notions belonging to the theory of meaning. We have gen­
eral paradigms... which, though they are not definitions, 
yet serve to endow ’truth-in-L’ and ’true-in-L-of' and 
'names-in-L' with every bit as much clarity, in any par­
ticular application, as is enjoyed by the particular ex­
pressions of L to which we apply them.5

Both Word and Object and The Roots of Reference are attempts 
by their author to press for an understanding of language in 
terms of the referential and objectificatory aspects of lan­
guage, to see how we could end up discoursing of objects as 
we do and to see what our talk of objects comes to objective­
ly. The focus is always on the notions of the theory of ref­
erence and their English-language auxiliaries— on truth and 
truth-of; on existence; on the articles and pronouns, the 
singular and plural, the copula, the identity predicate. It 
is clear that Quine hopes that by pressing these notions he 
can generate a theory of language, at least of the English 
language, that will at once be or approach empirical theory 
and shed light on fundamental philosophical problems.

The disappointing thing is how little it can seem to come 
to on the philosophical side. For those of us weaned on the 
standard distinctions between science and philosophy, between 
the study of how we learn language and the study of what lan­
guage is and can be used to do (convey our meanings; refer to 
and speak the truth about objects), it has been easy to dis­
miss Quine’s psychogenetic studies and speculations, the stud­
ies and speculations guided and informed by his naturalism, 
as beside our (philosophical) point— valuable as they may be 
in their own way. For just as we find Quine turning away from 
his empirical researches and concentrating on our problems-- 
our problems about reference, say— we find that informative 
or guiding empirical considerations drop strangely from sight. 
All the evidence we would ever need seems to be in, just here. 
And it is just here that we find Quine holding distinctively 
philosophical views, views on which his (or anyone else’s) em­
pirical researches have no evident bearing at all. We find 
him holding, for example, that

the inscrutability of reference is not the,inscrutability 
of a fact; there is no fact of the matter.

'’Quine, From a Logical Point of View, 2nd ed. (New York: 
Harper & Row, 1961), pp. 137-13^7

°Quine, Ontological Relativity and Other Essays (New York: 
Columbia University Press, 1969), p. ÏÏ7"!
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Of course this claim is based on Quine's naturalism, somehow; 
on his behavioristic philosophy of language. But here Quine's 
naturalism ceases entirely to inform his views, and plays a 
purely regulative role. We find him saying, a little later 
on, that

In their elusiveness, at any rate— in their emptiness now 
and again except relative to a broader background— both 
truth and ontology may in a suddenly rather clear and even 
tolerant sense be said to belong to transcendental meta­
physics. ?

And what, after that, would Quine have us make of truth and 
ontology? Truth and reference, two of the central notions of 
ontology, are transcendental, according to Quine, in the rather 
clear sense of requiring a metalanguage: these notions can 
be understood only inter-linguistically, in terms of the pure­
ly logical notion of the modelling of one theory in another.
Yet Quine apparently continues to take these notions serious­
ly also as metaphysical, as central to the enterprise of un­
derstanding how and where language and our linguistically- 
couched theories relate to the extra-linguistic world in the 
way of telling us what there is. The serious question arises 
as to whether Quine would have us stop taking the notions of 
truth and reference seriously as metaphysical notions, since 
they can be understood only inter-linguistically, and so would 
have us abandon metaphysics to all intents and purposes; or 
whether these notions are to continue to play some role in 
our philosophy— our metaphysics— as distinct from our science.

Three factors suggest the second interpretation— suggest, 
that is, that Quine's naturalism, for all his good intentions, 
leads him at last to hold a metaphysical, meta-scientific doc­
trine. For one thing, notice that Quine seems to be comfort­
able with his sudden realization; he seems to think both that 
he gets some real understanding of truth and reference by see­
ing them metalinguistically and that he can still in these 
terms make something of metaphysics, of the question of what 
there is outside of language. In neither case, however, is 
it in the least clear that this is empirical or scientific 
understanding that has been gained, either into the notions 
of truth and reference or into our metaphysical concerns.

^Quine, Ontological Relativity, p. 68.
o
°I am grateful to Quine for bringing home to me much more 

clearly than I had seen it myself this point about the sense 
in which he finds truth and reference transcendental; this he 
did in a letter in which he responded to an earlier draft of 
this paper.
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Secondly, we find Quine continuing even In "Ontological Rela­
tivity" and later works to devote a good deal of space to con­
sideration of ontological matters, to the discussion of what 
there objeetively Is, despite the fact that these matters have 
been consigned to a transcendental metaphysics that Is purely 
a logical and inter-linguistic matter of modelling one theory 
In another, as opposed to any genuine empirical science. And 
then, thirdly, there are those metaphors Quine has found so 
compelling, the one that has us as sailors who must rebuild 
their ship plank by plank while staying afloat in it at sea, 
and the one that likens the totality of our beliefs to a field 
of force whose boundary conditions are "experience". Note 
especially the sense of "inside" and "outside" these metaphors 
convey. We are working within our ship, within our total the­
ory or conceptual scheme; outside is the (inscrutable) sea on 
which we must stay afloat, the (unknowable) "experience" which 
constitutes the boundary conditions upon which the man-made 
fabric of our theory, along with its posited obj ects, impinges. 
This all sounds very familiar to philosophers: it sounds like 
some doctrine of phenomena and noumenon. To read "Ontological 
Relativity" in this light is to read it as a sort of latter- 
day Prolegomena to Any Future Metaphysics, based not on the 
question how synthetic a priori judgments are possible, but 
instead, somehow, on the doctrine that philosophy is continu­
ous with science. What seems to happen in "Ontological Rela­
tivity" is that this doctrine ceases entirely to play its 
guiding and informing role, and now functions purely regula- 
tively. In this capacity the doctrine seems to lead Quine 
to hold views which are distinctively philosophical, distinc­
tively non-scientific, distinctively metaphysical. We begin 
to suspect that the doctrine that philosophy is continuous 
with science, as it plays its regulative role in Quine's phi­
losophy, is itself an unempirical dogma of Quine's, a meta­
physical article of faith.

II

We've gotten on a familiar philosophical merry-go-round 
here, the one that turned earlier in this century on the ques­
tion of the cognitive status of the verifiability criterion 
of meaning. The doctrine that philosophy, as an effort to 
get clearer on things, is continuous with science, is in its 
purely regulative role evidently no more than a latter-day 
methodological equivalent of the old verifiability principle; 
it plays the role in Quine's work that the old principle play­
ed in early logical positivism. We've been seeing that the 
principle itself can have much the look of an unverifiable 
metaphysical article of faith, especially when taken in con­
junction with certain attractive metaphors.
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Naturally no naturalistic philosopher of Quine's stripe—  
one who believes that philosophy Is an aspect of science—  
likes to be convicted of holding views which are distinctive­
ly non-scientific. The goal of such a naturalist must be no 
metaphysics at all, not a "naturalistic metaphysics", what­
ever that would be. But now it has begun to appear that this 
very naturalism itself is no part of science. As evidence for 
this we could cite the lack of objective evidence for this 
naturalistic doctrine, and worse, our apparent inability to 
see how it is even open to the possible access of evidence 
at some future stage. We could also point to the metaphysi­
cal consequences Quine draws from it, as I have done above.
As against the doctrine itself we would doubtless want to 
urge, if we were unsympathetic to Quine’s brand of naturalism, 
all the apparent differences between philosophical and scien­
tific activity, between philosophical and scientific questions 
and problems. These apparent differences would count, in the 
current jargon, as counterexamples to the doctrine in ques­
tion.

The doctrine is: Philosophy, as an effort to get clearer 
on things, is continuous with science. The question is: Can 
the doctrine be understood as an empirical claim, susceptible 
of being verified or falsified some day, if not now? I be­
lieve it can, and shall try in the remainder of this paper to 
say how. I shall end up by saying how I think the doctine 
could ultimately be verified or falsified. In the meantime 
I shall try to point the way past its degeneration into meta­
physics; taking my cue from Quine I shall try to show how 
certin fundamental-seeming philosophical questions, such as 
those Quine attempts to come to grips with in "Ontological 
Relativity", are perhaps spurious questions which arise wholly 
from a certain particular type of language.9 I shall try to 
point the way beyond our long-standing concern with the no­
tions of truth and reference. I begin here with some further 
reflections on Quine’s naturalistic doctrine.

You could not presently persuade me to give up the doc­
trine (to which, I confess, I cleave), nor, presumably, could 
you persuade Quine to give it up, no matter what points you 
raised about the apparent differences between scientific and 
philosophical activity and problems. In this respect the doc­
trine is an article of faith; this much can be admitted on all 
sides. Coming to believe it is much more like getting religion 
than it is like opening your eyes and coming to be willing to 
assent to ’It’s sunny’ in the sunshine. But, as I believe, 
the doctrine is an empirical article of faith, not a metaphysi­
cal one.

^Compare Quine, From A Logical Point of View, p. 78.
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It is an article of faith because, if you like, it is cur­
rently unfalsifiable. It is currently unfalsifiable because 
it is so vague. 'Philosophy as an effort to get clearer on 
things' and 'science', as terms of divided reference applic­
able to certain human enterprises, are both as vague as terms 
can be, and in both the ways terms can be vague: as to the 
several boundaries of their admitted objects and as to the 
inclusion or exclusion of marginal objects.10 The first kind 
of vagueness is a problem about count. How many sciences are 
there? Should physics and biology and biophysics each count 
as one, or should we reckon the latter to physics? How many 
branches of philosophy are there? Should epistemology and 
metaphysics each count as one, or should epistemology be 
reckoned to "the ontology of the knowing situation", as some 
philosophers have it?

The second kind of vagueness, as to the inclusion or ex­
clusion of marginal objects, is the more important for our 
present purposes, and is what gives rise to our problems over 
the claim that philosophy is continuous with science. To take 
some noncontroversial examples first, we might wonder whether 
astrology is a science, or whether existentialism is a recog­
nizable philosophical discipline. Or, to get to the point, 
we might debate the question whether philosophy, our marginal­
ly theoretical enterprise, is a part of science. We are de­
bating that question. Not the least of our problems is with 
the notion of getting clearer, of gaining understanding, of 
formulating theories which yield more than an illusion of un­
derstanding. Another is with the notion of evidence; not all 
the evidence is in as to what can count as evidence for the 
sort of theory about things that gets us genuinely clearer 
about those things. We have seen already that Quine has in­
sisted on the externalization of the notion of evidence, on 
the view that evidence must regularly be sought in external 
objects, out where observers can jointly observe it. But of 
course many philosophers believe that it is just in the case 
of the sort of theory they strive for that a kind of evidence 
different from that pertinent to science becomes relevant. We 
naturalists must admit that at this stage these questions re­
main open; marginally open, at least.

Vagueness in terms of divided reference, as one can come to 
sense, is of the essence. So it is no fatal flaw in the doc­
trine that philosophy is continuous with science, or in the 
view that the doctrine is an empirical article of faith, that 
the doctrine is vague.

■^Here I am relying on Quine, Word and Object (Cambridge:
MIT Press, I960), p. 12.
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Vagueness has its good uses, as Quine has noted.

Also, vagueness is an aid in coping with the linearity of 
discourse. An expositor finds that an understanding of 
some matter A is necessary preparation for an understand­
ing of B, and yet that A cannot itself be expounded in 
correct detail without, conversely, noting certain ex­
ceptions and distinctions which require prior understand­
ing of B. Vagueness, then, to the rescue. The expositor 
states A vaguely, proceeds to B, and afterward touches up 
A, without ever having to call upon his reader to learn 
and unlearn any outright falsehood in the preliminary 
statement of A.1!

But this, surely, is exactly what we want to say also about the 
usefulness of vagueness to those of us who investigate philo­
sophical problems. It is an aid in coping with the linearity 
of our investigation. We believe that understanding the doc­
trine that philosophy as an effort to get clearer on things 
is continuous with science is necessary preparation for under­
standing our philosophical problems themselves; yet we find 
that our doctrine cannot itself be understood in correct de­
tail, or substantiated, without, conversely, getting farther 
along in our investigations. And, so,vagueness to the rescue. 
Hopefully, when all is said and done, we shall not have to 
bring ourselves to reject as an outright falsehood our use­
fully vague doctrine. But we could, as I shall try to show 
toward the end of this paper.

We find ourselves, curiously enough, in very much the clas­
sical Augustinian position: ours is a fides quaerens intel- 
lectum, an empirical faith in quest of an empirical understand­
ing. It perhaps behooves us, then, to heed the words of the 
author of I Peter 3:15» who adjures us to

Be ready always to give an answer to every man that ask- 
eth you a reason of the faith that is in you.12

I take this text, suitably secularized, seriously, but shall 
have to practice what it preaches on some occasion other than 
this one.

In the meantime there is already some touching up of the 
doctrine to be done, some deeper understanding of it to be

■'■■'■Quine, Word and Object, p. 127*
1 PThe Authorized Version has ’hope' in place of my ’faith';

I hope purists will forgive my liberties with the text.
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gained than Quine has explicitly supplied us with. I be­
lieve that we should take seriously the view that one finds 
hints of here and there in the philosophical literature that 
philosophy, insofar as it is an effort to get clearer on 
things, to achieve some theoretical understanding of ourselves 
and the world we live in, is proto-science. We should see 
ourselves as persons in quest of the forms of (scientific) 
theories, of the conceptual materials of theories, of the 
data for theories. We are toilers on the borders between 
fact and speculation, like theoretical scientists, trying 
to bring speculation over into fact; but our parts of these 
borders divide facts of such garden variety and so unsorted 
as to relative theoretical significance, from speculation in 
regions so uncharted, that we are hard-pressed to know even 
how to begin to transform the one into the other. We work 
with hints and clues in the form of metaphors and analogies 
that catch our eyes and ears, working both ends against the 
middle, trying to beef up our fund of facts under the guid­
ance of our metaphors while articulating such theory as we 
have, theory again motivated by metaphor, downward toward 
the facts, toward objectivity. When a body of theory won’t 
make that movement, as "uncritical semantics" apparently will 
not, we have no choice but to abandon it; likewise if a meta­
phor does nothing for the facts. As Dewey puts it, ours is 
"the work of developing, of forming, of producing (in the 
literal sense of that word) the intellectual instrumentalities 
which will progressively direct inquiry into the deeply and 
inclusively human...facts of the present scene and situation."

Quine, in particular, has been most concerned with the form, 
the conceptual materials, the data for a theory of language, 
a science of science (which may well turn out to be insepar­
able from a theory of human consciousness). He has sought to 
understand what language and science are and what they can be 
used to do. It has become increasingly apparent that it is 
in language, somehow, that our philosophical problems lie, or 
at least that if our problems do not lie in language, we shall 
have to understand language before we correctly locate them; 
that if we could only get clear about language we would be 
well on our way toward gaining the sort of understanding of 
ourselves and the world we live in that we seek in philosophy. 
Whole ranges of other phenomena have submitted to empirical 
investigation, and our philosophical problems have not gone

1^0r, indeed, might approve; I begin to see that I go well 
beyond Quine in expecting the dissolution of philosophy into 
science.

"^John Dewey, Reconstruction in Philosophy, enlarged ed. 
(Boston: Beacon Press, 1948), p. xxvii.

13
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away. They've not gone away because our science is couched 
in language, and it is just here that there remains room for 
philosophical debate— debate over how language and science 
themselves are to be understood. The impressive thing is 
how far we have to go. Dewey's claim of 1948 remains true 
today :

The science that has so far found its way deeply and 
widely into the actual affairs of human life is partial 
and incomplete science: competent in respect to physical 
and now increasingly to physiological conditions..., but 
nonexistent with respect to matters of supreme signifi­
cance to man— those which are distinctively of, for,
and by, man.1^

My gloss on this passage is this: We do not, at this stage, 
have much of a good idea what a science of language or of 
science would be like.

There is a strong temptation among philosophers to believe 
that all the evidence we would ever need, all the data for a 
science of language, is already in; I invoked this line of 
thought earlier when I was trying to make a veritable meta­
physician out of Quine. But this temptation must be resisted. 
Consider, by way of analogy, the weather. What do you suppose 
the data for something approaching a serious science of the 
weather would be? Well, it's overcast, partly cloudy, or 
clear. It fogs, smogs, mists, sprinkles, drizzles, rains, 
pours, and snows; it wets, soaks, drenches and floods. It 
hails acorns, golf balls, and the size of your fist. It's 
torrid, hot, perfect, cool, chilly, cold, downright frigid, 
and colder today than it was yesterday. It's damp or dry.
It thunders and lightenings, and sometimes flares. It blows 
and is still. There are the times and the seasons.

So much could have been known before that splendid century, 
the seventeenth. Only then, however, did anything approaching 
"hard" data— the sort of data of which are made the predicates 
we project in our current theory of the weather— start coming 
in. Galileo invented a sort of thermometer in 1603, but since 
the "bulb" on it was open, it did not measure temperature 
independently of atmospheric pressure. By 1654 Ferdinand II 
had sealed the bulb, and lo, temperature. Torricelli invented 
the barometer, and settled the dispute among philosophers over 
whether air had weight. Only in this century have we developed 
the means of communicating our findings on air temperature and 
pressure instantaneously across wide fronts, and so discovered 
the front. The jet stream, which has great influence on

Dewey, p. xxviii.15
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weather patterns, was not discovered until World War II, with 
the help of the high-flying bomber. Now we have rockets and 
satellites and telemetry, we know about the relation between 
sun-spots and the Northern Lights, we understand thunder and 
lightening, and what makes it rain, snow, hail and blow. We 
are beginning to have a science of the weather.

The point was one about the data for a theory of language 
or a science of science. Philosophers are tempted to suppose 
that for such theory as we would be interested in the data 
must somehow all be in, that it lies right on the surface of 
our talk about language, in our talk, for example, of meaning, 
reference and truth. Especially in our talk of meaning, refer­
ence and truth. Even such a scientifically-minded philosopher 
as Peirce, who could say in one breath that "Philosophy is a 
positive science", that it is "really an experimental science", 
could say in the next that it "contents itself with observa­
tions such as come within the range of every man’s normal ex­
perience, and for the most part in every waking hour of his 
life. "-*-7 But those of us anyway who are believers in Quine’s 
naturalistic dictum in both its regulative and its guiding 
and informative guises, and who see ourselves as working toward 
a science of language and of science, should resist any temp­
tation to agree here with Peirce. There is simply no reason 
to think that any theoretical science can rest on unrefined 
observations of completely garden variety. Our still un­
flagging efforts to puff the obvious into the portentous can 
only result in "theories" possessed of the bottomless super­
ficiality of so much of what we have become accustomed to.l°
It took the thermometer to make ’temperature’ respectable; 
'temperature' projects. We are going to have to devise in­
struments of some kind that will do for the science of lan­
guage what the thermometer did for the science of the weather. 
Who knows but what our descendents will see Quine's method

-I C
DI am indebted to Isaac Asimov, The Intelligent Man's Guide 

to the Physical Sciences (New York: Pocket Books, 1964), for 
much of the information in this paragraph.

^C. S. Pierce, Philosophical Writings of Peirce, ed. J. 
Buchler (New York: Dover Publications, 1955)> pp. 60, 139 and 
66, respectively. There is more space between these quotations 
from Peirce than there is between one breath and the next; I 
have choosen the lines I thought made the point most clearly; 
Peirce does say things to the same effect within the space of 
one sentence of two.

1 8°It reminds you of what they used to say about George Rom­
ney: "Way down deep, he’s shallow."
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of query and assent, his test for stimulus meaning, as a first 
halting step in the right direction, akin to Galileo's open- 
bulbed "thermometer"?

I said earlier that Quine has become more "positivistic" 
than the positivists. Here I add: And rightly so. The 
positivists did not carry their reform of the vocabulary and 
methodology of philosophy far enough. The cure for "positiv­
ism" is more, not less, of somewhat the same medicine; the 
cure is self-conscious adherence to Quine's naturalistic dic­
tum, which carries with it both acceptance of the methodolog­
ical restraints of natural science and, what is most welcome, 
a fresh access to all the resources of natural science. Our 
philosophical problems remain; we continue to believe that a 
deeper understanding of our language promises to be the key, 
or an important key anyway, that will unlock many of their 
high-sounding secrets. But what is wanted is a natural sci­
ence of language. An illusion it would be to suppose that 
what science cannot give us in the way of understanding we 
can get elsewhere.

Ill

Where should we begin looking for the conceptual materials 
of a science of language? Initially we can do no other than 
look on the surface of our talk of language for hints and 
clues, surveying, sifting, classifying, botanizing, all in a 
highly observational way. Our talk of everything starts out 
observâtionally and evolves there. All our predicates are 
born free and equal, all children of the Lord; but like all 
God's chillun, many are called but few chosen— in this case, 
to the high vocation of theoretical science. Our talk of the 
weather started out observationally, scattered in every direc­
tion; some of the words we were throwing around, like 'is 
warmer than', turned out to project better than others in 
terms of basic science. Our talk of inanimate physical ob­
jects started out observationally, with the color predicates 
on a par with talk of weight and speed and distance; refined 
versions of the latter terms turned out to be more important 
to basic science than the color predicates. What we need to 
do is sift our surface, observational talk of language in a 
search for terms that can be so refined as to project nicely 
in the way of a science of language that will give us basic 
understanding of what language is and what it does for us.

We are disposed, under various circumstances in no way 
clearly specifiable, to accept some words, phrases, sentences, 
paragraphs, in lieu of others, as saying equally well, in 
those circumstances, what we started out to say in other words.
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Hence our loose observational talk of meaning and sameness of 
meanlngj which some students of language have tried to puff 
Into that part of recent theory of language which Quine has 
criticized under the head of uncritical semantics or theory 
of meaning.

Our talk of truth and reference also gets started out ob- 
servationally; that Is to say, It gets started out among the 
observation sentences and terms, where It always continues to 
enjoy Its clearest and least disputable applicability In prac 
tlce. In a passage already quoted, Quine says that we can 
"endow 'true-in-L' and 'true-in-L-of' and 'names-in-L' with 
every bit as much clarity, in any particular application, as 
Is enjoyed by the particular expressions of L to which we ap­
ply them." And how much clarity Is that? It varies, clear­
ly, with the relative observationality of the particular ex­
pression of L. The farther we recede from observationality, 
In any one of various directions (e.g., toward generality, 
or toward theoreticality, or toward modality of any variety), 
the less clearly applicable In practice Is our talk of truth 
and reference.

Take just the example of the recession from observation­
ality toward theoreticality, so clearly observable no matter 
where you locate observationality. Philosophers have been 
so struck by the gradual loss of clear criteria for the ap­
plicability In practice of the notions of truth and reference 
In the course of this recession, that many of them have felt 
compelled to explain away the "apparent" continued applica­
bility of these notions at "theoretical" levels of discourse. 
The language still has the same forms here, they say, the 
forms which at other levels are pertinent to truth and refer­
ence; but at these levels these forms are vestigial, forms 
that have lost their original point or function, and now 
serve only to frame linguistic devices that have a function 
or functions other than that of referring to and speaking the 
truth about objects. This line of thought ("scientific instru 
mentalism", in one of its forms) is less attractive nowadays 
than formerly, chiefly, I think, because of our loss of con­
fidence in the possibility of any sharp distinction between 
observational and theoretical levels of discourse; we don't 
know where truth and reference would stop being the central 
points and something else would start. But the urge to it 
remains: the farther you retreat from observationality into
theoreticality, the less clearly applicable in practice are 
the notions of truth and reference. ' These notions are at 
home among the observation sentences; in that sense they are 
part of our observational talk of language. As such they are 
candidates, like other observation terms applicable to lan­
guage, for the office of basic predicates in a theory of lan-
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guage, a theory, of course, subject to the methodological re­
straints of natural science.

I see "Ontological Relativity" as Quine’s most serious at­
tempt to come to grips with the question of what objective 
sense can be made of the notions of reference and truth. For 
me this question is inseparable from the question of how we 
are to understand language and thought from the point of view 
of natural science; and more particularly, of which observa­
tional aspects of language are likely to turn out to be im­
portant from the point of view of a science of language, or 
a science of thought, or a science of science. We have noted 
Quine's rejection of the materials of uncritical semantics as 
candidates for such a role; we have noted also that for Quine 
the notions of reference and truth have seemed likelier candi­
dates. Both as a logician, chasing truth up the tree of gram­
mar, and as a semanticist and epistemologist of reference, re­
flecting on how we could end up discoursing of objects in the 
ways we do, Quine has made a sustained attempt to pursue the 
notions of reference and truth, always with an eye on the 
possible access of empirical evidence at some future date. 
Quine's effort has evidently been guided by the belief that 
these notions would figure as basic theoretical predicates in 
an empirical science of language. Here in "Ontological Rela­
tivity" he faces the crucial question: What objective sense 
can be made of these notions, in and of themselves?

It is certainly true that the kind of science of language 
we seek must shed a good deal of light on these two notions.
If it did not, it could hardly be relevant to our concerns in 
philosophy. The serious question, however— the question that 
seems to me to be especially pressing in view of "Ontological 
Relativity"— is whether these notions must emerge as basic 
predicates in our science of language.

Consider an analogous question with respect to the weather. 
It is certainly true that a science of the weather must shed 
a good deal of light on cloudiness, the wind and the rain, and 
so on. The question would be, antecedently to any science of 
the weather, whether these phenomena must turn out to be basic 
to our understanding of the weather.

Or consider an analogous question with respect to inanimate 
physical objects and their behavior. Physical objects have 
many different observable properties, not the least of which 
are colors. Certainly a science of physical objects must shed 
a good deal of light on color; and antecedently to such a sci­
ence, color would be as good a place as any to start looking 
for predicates that would project nicely in such a science.
As we know, however, color is secondary; it is a surface phe-
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nomenon. Quite other predicates have proved to project in 
the way of physical science. We have even come so far as to 
be able to see why color should seem so important to animals 
like us while being so unimportant cosmically:

Color is helpful at the food-gathering level. Here it 
behaves well under induction, and here, no doubt, has 
been the survival value of our color-slanted quality 
space. It is just that contrasts that are crucial for 
such activities can be insignificant for broader and 
more theoretical science. If man were to live by basic 
science alone, natural selection would shift its support 
to the color-blind mutation.^9

Earlier I alluded to the problem of interpreting certain 
aspects of "Ontological Relativity"; the last third of it, 
roughly, and especially those remarks at the end about truth, 
ontology and transcendental metaphysics. I suggested that if 
we read these remarks in the light of Quine's continuing con­
cern about ontological matters and in the light also of his 
dominant metaphors, he can come out sounding very Kantian.

But there is another option, the one I prefer. We can read 
"Ontological Relativity" in accord with Quine’s doctrine that 
philosophy, as an effort to get clearer on things, is continu­
ous with or a part of science. It is a proto-scientific work: 
it consists of prolegomena to any future science of language.

These prolegomena are more in the nature of conceptual slum- 
clearance than of any positive building toward a future theory. 
This is regress as progress, much like the opening stages of 
psychoanalysis. The message of "Ontological Relativity" is 
that we should not expect the notions of reference and truth 
to play any significant or fundamental role in a future sci­
ence of language. It simply turns out that nothing much can 
be made of them when you try to press them toward a serious 
understanding of language; you end up, in practice, having to 
acquiesce in your mother tongue and taking the reference of 
its words at face value; you end up, in practice, having to 
acquiesce in the best empirical theory you can get going at 
any given time and taking its doctrines as "the truth". Be­
yond that nothing is to be learned, at this stage, about refer­
ence and truth. As for the notions of reference and truth a- 
part from practice, the subject of the latter pages of "Onto­
logical Relativity", our attitude as naturalistic philosophers 
can only be a shrugged "What of them?". As Quine has empha­
sized, there is nothing in language beyond what is implicit

Quine, Ontological Relativity, pp. 127-128.
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in people’s dispositions to overt behavior. If by these stan­
dards we can make nothing of the central terminology of the 
theory of reference, so much the worse for the terminology of 
the theory of reference.

Think again for a moment of the dispute, mentioned a few 
pages ago, between advocates of ”instrumentalist" and "real­
ist" interpretations of various segments of our language—  
say, in particular, the "theoretical" parts of the language 
of science. Paced with the gradual loss of clear criteria 
for the applicability in practice of the notions of truth and 
reference as science becomes more and more involved theoreti­
cally, instrumentalists have wondered whether, at the theo­
retical level, sentences should even be called true or false; 
whether terms should still be seen as referential; whether, 
in short, at this level, the objectificatory and individua- 
tive style of the language, so crucial to our understanding 
of the notions of truth and reference, might not just be a 
secondary characteristic, a vestigial appendage that has lost 
its original point or function. Realists, on the other hand, 
impressed with the gradual nature of the movement of science 
toward theoretical involvement, and perhaps suspecting also 
that even at the level of the observation sentences there is 
already some pretty heavy theoretical involvement once truth, 
and especially reference, are in point, and wanting a uniform 
treatment in the absence of clear dividing lines— in the face 
of all this realists have insisted on treating even the most 
highly theoretical levels of science as if truth and reference 
were still the main point, as they and the instrumentalists 
think they are at the level of observationality. What I 
wish to suggest is that truth and reference are nowhere the 
main point, that they are everywhere secondary characteristics 
of language, in the sense that language is nowhere to be un­
derstood primarily in terms of them. I am with the realists 
in wanting a uniform treatment of all of the language of sci­
ence, and with the instrumentalists in suspecting that truth 
and reference are not the main point at the level at least of 
theoretical science; I suspect that truth and reference are 
secondary even at the level of observationality. Truth and 
reference, I think, are not what make language tick.

I am suggesting that in view of "Ontological Relativity" 
we must consider seriously the possibility that the notions 
of truth and reference will turn out to be, like color and 
cloudiness, secondary, to be surface phenomena; more like 
color in particular in looming so large and being so crucial 
to current consciousness and concerns in virtue of the way 
our language and consciousness have evolved to date, but in

onQuine, of course, is decidedly a realist.
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being insignificant for a broader and more theoretical sci­
ence of language. Quine himself has compared certain of our 
puzzles about reference with some puzzles about color. Speak­
ing of the ’'inscrutability’' of reference he says that

The present point is reflected...in the riddle about see­
ing things upside down, or in complementary colors....
What our present reflections are leading us to appreci­
ate is that the riddle about seeing things upside down, 
or in complementary colors, should be taken seriously 
and its moral applied widely.21

I am suggesting that the resemblance here is more than skin 
deep; that just as color is cosmically secondary, so also may 
be truth and reference. Quine says also, in a different place, 
that

Credit is due man's inveterate ingenuity, or human sapi­
ence, for having worked around the blinding dazzle of 
color vision and found the more significant regularities 
elsewhere. Evidently natural selection has dealt with 
the conflict by endowing man doubly: with both a color- 
slanted quality space and the ingenuity to rise above 
it.22

I am suggesting that before we shall understand language, and 
human sapience, we shall have to work around our current fas­
cination with the notions of truth and reference and find the 
more significant traits of language elsewhere.

"Ontological Relativity" should then be seen as a sequel 
to "Two Dogmas of Empiricism". "Two Dogmas" stands to un­
critical semantics as "Ontological Relativity" stands to what 
we should now call uncritical theory of reference. The claim 
that

For all its a priori reasonableness, a boundary between 
analytic and synthetic statements simply has not be drawn. 
That there is such a distinction to be drawn at all is an 
unempirical dogma of empiricists, a metaphysical article 
of faith

stands to the rejection of the materials of uncritical seman­
tics, the notions of idea, meaning, proposition, as the claim 
that,

PI Quine, Ontological Relativity, p. 50.

22Quine, Ontological Relativity, p. 128.
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stands to the rejection of the materials of uncritical theory 
of reference, the notions of reference, satisfaction, truth.
The higher criticism being invoked is the doctrine that phi­
losophy is continuous with science; here the doctrine plays 
its regulative role; it tells us that we should not expect 
to gain any insight through the use of conceptual materials 
that do not measure up to certain standards. The fiery trial 
that separates theoretical gold from the dross among our terms 
and concepts is the trial by measurement against the methodo­
logical standards of natural science: the gold emerges rooted 
and grounded in objectivity. Truth and reference emerge as 
dross.

Slum clearance— to revert to the earlier figure— is a neces­
sary though thankless task. It is especially thankless in 
cases like this one: in one fell swoop Quine is opening our 
eyes to the shabbiness of the theoretical dwelling-place we 
have found so comfortable (it has engendered an illusion of 
understanding in us), and bringing it down around our ears; 
and to add insult to injury, he hasn't give us anything to re­
place it with; nothing is even in sight. Such work is neces­
sary because our present sub-standard theoretical housing oc­
cupies precisely the ground upon which any future science of 
language must stand, and is getting in the way of progress.
It blinds us, in effect; keeps us from looking around for more 
significant facts about language than we yet have: again, we 
think we are already in possession of the most significant 
facts, if we could only understand them.

the inscrutability of reference is not the inscrutabil­
ity of a fact; there is no fact of the matter

IV

Have we succeeded in opening any distance between ourselves 
and Kant? It's not so clear: for what, exactly, is_ the dif­
ference between saying that reference and truth belong to 
transcendental metaphysics and taking that seriously as Quine 
does in terms of Neurath's metaphor and his relativistic doc­
trine of ontology, and saying, on the other hand, that refer­
ence and truth are not fit concepts for a science of language? 
These doctrines appear to be perfectly compatible with each 
other. In spelling out what I take to be the difference I 
shall be trying also to point the way past the degeneration 
of Quine's naturalistic dictum into metaphysical dogma.

Part of the difference, at least for me, is that I do not 
share Quine's sanguine sense that we are much clearer either 
on truth and reference or on metaphysics as a (marginally)
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theoretical enterprise for all of having said that there is a 
"suddenly rather clear and even tolerant sense" in which we 
now see that truth and ontology belong to transcendental meta­
physics. I agree that there is a clear and tolerant sense in 
which truth and reference are transcendental: if you want to 
try to make something of a language L in terms of the notions 
of truth and reference, you must do so from outside and above, 
in terms of a metalanguage. In doing so, however, you surely 
do not learn much about ’true-in-L’ or 'true-in-L-of’; these 
terms are only as clear in the metalanguage as are the expres­
sions of L to which they are applied in any particular case, 
which can be none too clear, in practice, once they are ap­
plied to relatively un-observational expressions of L.

What then is this insight into truth and reference that we 
get by going the metalinguistic route, if not insight into 
’true-in-L' or ’true-in-L-of'? Just this, I believe: it 
finally comes home to us that our ordinary talk of truth and 
reference will not puff into any sort of acceptable theory of 
language except as truth and reference are understood inter­
linguist ically in the strictly limited way in which logicians 
"understand" them. And there, precisely, is the rub, and the 
mystery, and what makes Quine’s talk of truth and reference 
thus linguistified as belonging to transcendental metaphysics 
seem so strange. I see that this is still nominally metaphys­
ics, this talk of Quine’s of modelling one theory in another; 
all the central notions of metaphysics are still in point, 
"understood" now in terms of this modelling relation. You 
might say though that this is all meta, no physics; for all 
the objective import has here been drained out of truth and 
reference. I see that there is even a vague, tenuous sense 
in which it could be claimed that this new rarefied meta- 
physics-as-pure-logic is part of empirical theory; for one 
could claim, as Quine does, that even logical theory is a 
part of our overall empirical theory of the world. But how 
far we are from understanding in terms of any genuine, full- 
bodied natural science of language just where logic fits! And 
how far we are from understanding how and why it is that the 
central notions of ontology— the notions of truth and refer­
ence and object and existence and identity— should loom so 
large to us, and seem to be such central features of our lan­
guage, and promise so much in the way of deep and important 
insight into ourselves and our world, and have such power to 
compel our thought in certain directions, all of this when 
they come to so little objectively and never break out of lan­
guage at all and seem so secondary cosmically. We believe by 
faith that there is something less to truth and ontology than 
meets the eye because these notions in their weighty senses 
do not measure up to the methodological restraints we impose 
on ourselves; but we do not yet understand what less, nor 
should we have any illusion that we understand what less.
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Another difference, I believe, is in the metaphor. We must 
see our way past that metaphor of the ship, for it is part of 
what makes us (Quine) continue to take truth and reference 
half-seriously, to continue to feel the compulsion to give 
serious consideration to ontological matters despite the thin 
thing they’ve become. Or maybe the compulsion makes the meta­
phor attractive; maybe it works both ways.

Neurath’s metaphor is part and parcel of the fly in the 
fly-bottle syndrome— part of the tangled web we weave for 
ourselves when first we practice to exalt our ordinary, hum­
drum talk of reference, so useful among the observation sen­
tences, in practice, in making connections between some words 
and some objects, and so useful also as a linguistically im­
manent short-cutting device, into serious theory of language. 
We want to account theoretically for the way in which lan­
guage is "tied down to the world", and since it can look as 
though the reference relation is central among the observa­
tion sentences in this connection, we take it to be central 
everywhere, and try everywhere to locate and describe it.
Some full-blooded notion of reference as a relation between 
word and object, mediated by the user of the word, by his in­
tention, seems so clearly to exist; the relation we have in 
mind is so transparent. Here is Quine and here ’Quine' and 
I use the one to refer to the other; here is the desk and here 
the word 'desk' and the one is true of the other. It seems 
that without any trouble at all we (or at least our thoughts) 
pass right through language to the object itself— by means of 
reference. The trouble is that the minute we try to say what 
this relation is between word and object, even at the obser­
vational level, we run up against just what we wanted to es­
cape and talk about— language. No objective sense can be made 
of this notion of reference as the fundamental connection be­
tween language and the world. The notion of reference is 
everywhere linguistically immanent, everywhere already pre­
supposes language. This is the theme of "Ontological Rela­
tivity", 23 and what makes the notion of reference so unpromis­
ing as science-of-language-grade material. Yet the picture 
of this transparent word/object relation holds us captive; 
this comes out in the sense of "inside" and "outside" we get 
from the metaphor of the ship, and also in Quine's willingness 
to espouse his relativistic doctrine of "ontology", all that 
is left to him of ontology after he sees that in practice, ob­
jectively, nothing comes of the notion of reference beyond 
mere acquiescence in his home language and the taking of its 
words at face value.

I think that Neurath's metaphor is exactly the one you

2 2And also of parts of the Philosophical Investigations.
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would find compelling if you got gust this far. You would 
come to believe that there is no hope for any understanding 
of language from outside of language or of science from out­
side of science: there is no magical relation in the mind 
between some words and some objects, a relation which "pre­
sents itself" to the mind, where what you see is exactly what 
you get, a relation in terms of which language is tied down 
to "the world", in terms of which some words are infused di­
rectly with their proper quotient of "meaning" or descriptive 
content and directly connected with their proper objects.
You would see epistemology and the study of language, then, 
as ultimately taking their places within science, as chap­
ters of psychology, perhaps. You would also, while giving 
up foundationalist epistemology and the principle of acquaint­
ance, continue to take the notions of reference and truth 
seriously; you would continue to believe that these notions, 
in view of their obvious practical importance, would have 
some fundamental or central role to play in a serious sci­
ence of language: it is possible, evidently, to be capti­
vated by these notions but not by the quest for certainty.
You would see yourself, as user of language, as trapped with­
in your overall theory (which is thoroughly fallible, no 
doubt), unable to get outside it so as to check it against 
whatever is_ outside; whatever it is a theory of; whatever its 
terms really refer to.

The inside/outside opposition gets its start innocently 
enough, then, if this account is plausible; it gets started 
as an opposition between theories inside or outside of sci­
ence. Here is our earlier question: is philosophy, as an 
effort to get clearer on things, part of science or isn't 
it? This question gets answered in the affirmative; and 
then the philosopher himself gets nudged off inside the 
theory too, in a different and highly dubious sense of 'in­
side' . It is this sense of 'inside' that Neurath's metaphor 
conveys. And it is just before the last move here that we 
should put a stop to things. Yes, philosophy is part of sci­
ence. No, I am not in any theoretically interesting or in­
formative sense at sea in a ship, a thinker trapped within 
my evolving conceptual scheme. For what, in any theoretically 
interesting sense, would the sea be? And in what sense would 
I be inside the ship of my theory, rebuilding it plank by 
plank? To suppose that any of this makes any sense at all 
is to suppose that there is, despite "Ontological Relativity", 
some absolute notion of reference, some notion of reference 
that does not already presuppose language. Let us instead 
retire the figure; it has served well and long enough.

I have dwelled on Neurath's figure because I think it makes 
a significant difference in one's interpretation of the cen­
tral conclusion of "Ontological Relativity":
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Given just this much, you can make Quine come out sounding 
like Kant, as he himself does, or you can make him come out 
sounding more like the later Wittgenstein, as 1 prefer, de­
pending, in part, on how seriously you take that metaphor. I 
take Quine to have shown that the concepts of reference and 
truth have no basic role to play in any serious theory of lan­
guage. The thought that there is serious theory apart from 
science is a snare and a delusion; so much is our article of 
faith. The thought that the concepts of reference and truth 
must have some basic theoretical role to play in a theory of 
language is an inducement to the wide gate and the broad way 
that lead to theory which is not science; Quine's relativis­
tic theory of ontology is a case in point.

It would only be if you could drive reference inside, make 
it essentially private, make the objects show themselves for 
what they are through and through to the eye of the intending 
mind, that you could make anything theoretically interesting 
of the notion of reference, and hence perhaps of truth. Un­
critical theory of reference, like uncritical theory of mean­
ing, depends ultimately for its plausibility as serious theory 
of language on the old mentalistic dream of a science of pure 
thought or pure reason, on the dream of the possibility and 
theoretical utility of a begriffsschrift. It was a beautiful 
dream, while it lasted, and after all not a bad place from 
which to start looking for a theory of language and of thought 
and of science: you always have to begin by isolating and 
idealizing some observational features of the phenomenon you 
want to study, and pressing them for all they're worth. This 
we have done with the notions of meaning, truth and reference; 
and it simply happens that such theory of language as we are 
able to generate in these terms turns out not to be science.
The cash in such theory turns out to be private, not publicly 
negotiable, its evidence subjective, not objective; and so we 
give it up, in accordance with our article of faith, as gen­
erating at most an illusion of understanding.

There is no more reason to think that we should have pri­
vileged access to the most important facts about ourselves—  
our language and consciousness— facts that will project nicely 
in theory— than that we should have privileged access to the 
most important facts about the weather or the inanimate physi­
cal objects. In all these cases we have access; we are con­
scious both of the clouds and the colors and the fact that we 
often refer to and speak the truth about objects. In all these 
cases the facts of which we are initially conscious are not 
basic as such. Reference and truth, in particular, are not 
what make language tick. They could only be seen as such if

The inscrutability of reference is not the inscrutability
of a fact; there is no fact of the matter.
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we could see ourselves as having privileged access to them at 
some point, which we cannot. Instead, reference and truth 
are, somehow, surface phenomena, like the babbling of a brook 
or the sighing of the wind in the trees. We shall need to go 
much deeper than reference and truth before we shall under­
stand what language is, how it works, what it does for us, 
what reference and truth are.

Part of our current fascination with truth and reference 
is surely due to a scaling problem; we are having a problem 
of perspective. We are well acquainted with the difficulty 
of understanding human events aright while standing too close 
by them. This is a problem as well with events on the scale 
of subjectivity as it is with events on the scale of univer­
sal history. One problem with understanding truth and refer­
ence, I suggest, is that we are too close to them; they loom 
too large from our present point of view. We need to gain 
some distance--theoretical distance— from these notions be­
fore we shall properly place them. My hypothesis is that when 
we properly place them, they will assume somewhat the same 
scale of importance with respect to basic understanding of 
language and thought as the color predicates have assumed 
with respect to basic understanding of the behavior of in- 
aminate physical objects.

One sometimes hears it said that doing philosophy is like 
putting together a jigsaw puzzle. If so, ours must be a puz­
zle in which the pieces we have already are elastic— they can 
assume different shapes and sizes— and one from which many of 
the most important pieces are still missing and have yet to be 
invented, as Dewey suggests. Having said this, one simply 
drops the analogy as uninformative. At any rate it is surely 
not a matter of merely arranging and rearranging the same old 
conceptual pieces, trying to get things to fit. The philo­
sophical promised land is not just beyond the next counter­
example .

I have wandered a bit from the main theme of this section, 
which is the differences I see between, shall I say, my "posi­
tivistic" or fully naturalistic, and Quine’s apparently "Kant­
ian", interpretation of the upshot of "Ontological Relativity". 
I have laid much of the difference on my rejection of Neurath's 
metaphor, and have tried to make something of an analogy be­
tween the color predicates and the notions of truth and refer­
ence. I would now like to draw out the color analogy a bit 
more, and link it with another metaphor that has come down to 
us from Kant— another metaphor we should reject. This is the 
famous metaphor of the glasses.

I suggested three paragraphs ago that we need to gain the­
oretical distance from the notions of truth and reference be-
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fore we shall properly understand them. But this can look 
quite Impossible. We can come to think of certain features 
of our language as forms of the language, as features every­
where presupposed by the language, everywhere pervading it, 
everywhere coloring it. Quine's view is in fact that the 
language of science in particular is (or can be made) every­
where objectual, that well-individuated objects to which re­
ference can be made and about which the truth can be spoken, 
whose existence can be asserted or denied, are always the 
central point in science. This view is summed up in the 
idea that the formal apparatus of first-order quantification 
theory, objectually interpreted, is or can be made the formal 
apparatus of all of the language of science. And once we 
make this distinction between the forms of language and its 
content, we can easily begin to wonder how the forms them­
selves could ever be accounted for theoretically in a sci­
ence of language couched, inevitably it seems, in the same 
old linguistic forms. Science, it seems, presupposes the 
forms of language central to the notions of truth and refer­
ence; and so how could it be possible to gain theoretical 
distance from these forms and these notions from within sci­
ence? This I think is one of the forms that Kant's doctrines 
and dilemmas about the forms of experience and of thought can 
take in this day of semantic ascent and the ascendeny of logic 
studies.

Expounding Kant's doctrines on the forms of experience and 
thought, one often reverts to the analogy of the glasses.
The forms of experience and thought (one says), are like 
glasses through which we must look when looking out upon the 
world or in upon ourselves, glasses ground to a prescription 
whose effects in experience we can describe but glasses which 
we can never take off and never see around. And since we can 
never "see" without our conceptual glasses, since they color 
all of our experience and thought, we seem to be utterly in­
capable of studying the glasses themselves, of getting an 
uncorrected view of what comes through them before it comes 
through, and so of gaining any understanding of what the pre­
scription is in these glasses and what contribution it makes 
to our "knowledge" of the bare unfiltered world. If we take 
this analogy seriously we are squarely back in the fly-bottle, 
still seeing ourselves as thinkers trapped within our "con­
ceptual scheme", within the ship of our theory, afloat on an 
inscrutable sea. We rebuild this ship a bit at a time, sure­
ly, even while staying afloat in it; but we never alter its 
basic form. Our theory is always of objects, always refer­
ential, always claims to be the truth. These are some of the 
effects of the prescription in our glasses; but what they are 
effects of it is impossible to know. Whatever theory we are 
able to articulate inevitably presupposes these notions, and 
so we can gain no theoretical distance from them.
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Quine, it must be said, has never been entirely taken in 
by this analogy of the glasses. He has rejected as spurious 
any firm distinction between the ’’form" and the "content" of 
science or of the language of science; he has insisted on 
the thorough mutability of our evolving conceptual scheme; 
he has said that

We cannot strip away the conceptual trappings sentence 
by sentence and leave a description of the objective 
world; but we can investigate the world, and man as a 
part of it, and thus find out what cues he could have 
of what goes on around him. Subtracting his cues from 
his world view, we get man's net contribution as the 
difference.24

Here, it would seem, would be a method of getting at man’s 
net contribution— the net contribution of his conceptual and 
linguistic glasses— to his theory of the world; and so a meth­
od of studying the glasses themselves. We would study the 
world and ourselves scientifically, and then turn around, as 
it were, given that theoretical distance from ourselves, and 
try to see how creatures like our science says we are, living 
in a world like our science says we live in, could end up 
holding theories like we hold about the world we theoretically 
describe.

It sounds good. And yet, if you are gripped by the thought 
of those glasses, it surely won't do. We are to subtract man's 
cues from his world view, and get his net contribution as the 
difference. But our view of the "cues" would be no view of 
what lies just the other side of our conceptual glasses; the 
only "cues" we could describe would be objects already seen 
through and consistuted by those glasses. We would still be 
afloat on an inscrutable sea. We would have gained theoreti­
cal distance from our theoretical selves, but still no distance 
from the forms of our language and thought, for the language 
and thought of our theory would still be couched in and pre­
suppose and be constituted by the same old forms.

I am no partisan of the glasses analogy, and agree com­
pletely with Quine on the methods we may expect at last to 
yield to us an understanding of ourselves. The fault I find 
with Quine is that he seems not to have seen clearly how we 
are to escape from or gain theoretical distance on the "forms" 
of our language and thought, and so understand them at last, 
even from within language and thought still "formed" as al­
ways. What is wanted is some insight into how it is at once

24Quine, Word and Object, p. 5-

346 F-6



possible that certain features of our language and consciou- 
ness should be pervasive, so as to seem to be "formal", and 
yet still possible to understand those features, so pervasive, 
from within a language and consciousness so pervaded.

I find such insight in terms of my earlier parallel between 
the color predicates and the notions of truth and reference. 
Color pervades our visual experience; our vision is in color 
(compare 'of objects in space and time'). Note also that our 
science is anchored at the observational end mostly visually; 
our science would not suffer significantly if sight was the 
only sense we had. Still, we have managed to study color and 
color vision visually, that is, in terms of our visually an­
chored science. We have done this, as Quine says, by working 
our way around the blinding dazzle of color vision and finding 
the more significant regularities elsewhere. We have studied 
colored objects from "within" our color-pervaded visual con­
sciousness and in terms of our visually anchored science, and 
so learned a lot about color and color vision, by the simple 
expedient of ignoring the color in the vision until such time 
as we could see our way to beginning to account for it, as it 
happens, as a cosmically secondary feature of our scene and 
situation. Visual experience pervades and grounds our science; 
and color pervades our visual experience; yet we have not had 
to write off color as a "formal" feature of our visual experi­
ence, impossible to study or account for in scientific terms.25

In just the same way, I suggest (and here I only echo Quine), 
we need not write off the forms of our language and thought 
which seem to pervade it and which seem central to the notions 
of reference and truth as "formal" in any serious sense, as im­
possible to study or account for in terms of a science pervad­
ed still by these same forms. But what we need to do, as in 
the case of the pervasive color in our vision, is gain theoret­
ical distance from these features of our language and thought 
by working our way around them and finding its more signifi­
cant traits elsewhere; and we can expect these of its perva­
sive features to emerge, properly accounted for, as secondary 
or surface traits of language and thought, as color is a 
secondary or surface trait of inanimate physical objects. It 
is in respect of this last suggestion of mine that I think I 
differ most from Quine. In my view he has pressed too direct­
ly for an understanding of language in terms of the notions of

^1 am far from claiming, of course, that we yet understand 
"phenomenological" color, color as it occurs "in conscious­
ness". Such understanding awaits an adequate science of con- 
siousness, which we do not yet begin to have.
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reference and truth and their linguistic auxiliaries. As I 
have said before, it wasn't a bad idea at the time. The 
trouble is that when we come to try to make sense of these 
notions, in and of themselves, they waver and dissolve; they 
prove unfit to play the role of central or basic notions in 
a natural science of language. It is as though we had tried 
to press the color predicates directly toward a serious un­
derstanding of inanimate physical objects, hoping to account 
for other features of their behavior in terms of color. It 
wouldn't have worked; color is too superficial, too capri­
cious. "Truth" and "reference", like "meaning", are certain­
ly capricious. We can also expect that a science of language, 
couched still in the forms of language we have thought cen­
tral to the notions of truth and reference, will find these 
forms and these notions to be superficial features of itself 
and of the rest of language.

V

"Ontological Relativity" is mainly an attack (to my mind) 
on the notion of reference. Yet Quine himself links the no­
tions of reference and truth in that closing sentence of his 
about truth, ontology and transcendental metaphysics, and I 
have persistently linked the two in my general thesis, which 
has been that both should be abandoned, at least for the time 
being, as unpromising terms in which to try to understand lan­
guage. It has long been clear that the two notions are inti­
mately connected; that truth could be defined, for example, 
in terms of truth-of or satisfaction. Is it now clear, after 
"Ontological Relativity", that the notion of truth must go the 
way of the notion of reference into our conceptual scrap- 
heap?

Oddly enough, no. One upshot of "Ontological Relativity" 
could be seen to be the divorcement, after all these years of 
connubial tranquility, of the notions of truth and reference.26 
This would come about as follows. We would be impressed, as 
I think we ought to be, by the fact that Quine has succeeded 
in locating the observation sentences for us, has succeeded 
in characterizing in a clear and enlightening way the notion 
of observationality, without once appealing to the notion of 
reference. This is a radical departure from more traditional 
approaches to observationality, which for the most part have

P f)DI got my first glimpse of this possible upshot of "Onto­
logical Relativity" from Quine, in a talk we had while I drove 
him to the airport after he had read a paper in Iowa City.
See also Quine's "Comment on Donald Davidson," Synthese, 27, 
197^, pp. 325-329» which Quine called to my attention.
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proceeded by first seeking a characterization of observation 
terms in terms of the notions of reference (’true-of) and of 
observable object, and have then sought a definition of ’ob­
servation sentence’ in terms of ’observation term'. Quine's 
characterization of the observation sentences locates them 
more primitively, independently of the grammatical distinc­
tion between noun and verb and so independently of the notion 
of reference, as unanalyzed "one-word" sentences which have a 
certain fairly clearly-definable empirical property. One of 
the glories of Quine's insight into observationality is that 
it enables us to see for the first time, mental magic and 
the principle of acquaintance aside, how the observation sen­
tences could be learned: they are the sentences that could 
be learned by straightforward induction, by conditioning, 
with a little help from your friends. Language is tied down 
to the world at the observational end; and we now see that it 
is not tied down by reference; observationality in its theo­
retically useful sense has nothing to do with reference.
More’s the comfort, since we can make so little of reference. 
And so much the worse, by the way, for the notion of refer­
ence; it proves dispensable just here, where we thought we 
needed it most. '

The truth predicate, as we have seen, is at home among the 
observation sentences; it is here that the clear-cases of 
its applicability in practice lie. Since we can get a grip 
on the observation sentences independently of the notion of 
reference, it would appear that we can get a grip on the truth 
predicate independently of the notion of reference as well; 
a rift begins to appear between ’is true’ and ’is true of’, 
between truth and reference. And now to complete this cleav­
age we note that whereas nothing comes of the notion of refer­
ence when you press it, the truth predicate projects rather 
well, in a way; it projects along the grammatical joints of 
the language, those forms of the language that seem everywhere 
to pervade it, and the result is a very impressive artifact: 
logic.

...Logic explores the truth conditions of sentences in 
the light of how the sentences are grammatically con-_ 
structed. Logic chases truth up the tree of grammar.

27‘I have discussed Quine’s definition of observationality 
in more detail in a paper, "Observationaltiy and the Compara­
bility of Theories", in Boston Studies in the Philosophy of 
Science, vol. XXXII, ed. R. S. Cohen and M. W. Wartofsky (Dord 
recht and Boston, D. Reidel Publishing Co., 1976), pp. 271-289

2^Quine, Philosophy of Logic (Englewood Cliffs, N.J., 
Prentice-Hall^ 1970), p. 35*
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If nothing can be made of the grammatical forms of the lan­
guage (or of much else) in terms of the notion of reference, 
much can be made of them in terms of the notion of truth.
This, along with its base in the domain of the observation 
sentences, would seem to be the saving grace of the truth 
predicate.

One gets some sense of this divorce of truth from refer­
ence in ’’Ontological Relativity’’. According to the relativ­
istic doctrine of ontology, it makes no sense to say what the 
objects of a theory are, what the terms of the theory refer 
to, beyond saying how the theory can be interpreted and re­
interpreted in other theories. This affair of interpreting 
one theory in another is purely a matter of logical structure; 
questions of reference, and even of description, factor out 
in the process, for, as Quine notes, "Always, if the struc­
ture is there, the applications will fall into place."29 We 
seem to be left with applications, the realm of the observa­
tion sentences, and structure, the realm of grammar; as we 
have seen, these are the joint abodes of the truth predicate.

My thesis has been that both truth and reference are cos- 
mically secondary. This would seem to commit me to the view 
that logic itself, which makes so much of truth, is cosmically 
secondary as well, for all its "centrality" to our current 
conceptual scheme.

I see one striking problem with the thought that the truth 
predicate could play a central or basic or primary role in a 
science of science. This is not a new problem; but I think 
it is time we take it more seriously than heretofore. A sci­
ence of language would itself be linguistically couched, would 
be language. A science of science would itself be science.
We would surely require, then, that such sciences be reflexive, 
as no science has been up until the present day; such sciences 
would have to give account of themselves qua language or qua 
science, as well as giving account of the rest of language 
or science; they would have to be directed upon themselves 
from within, in all relevant respects. This result is an in­
evitable consequence of our naturalistic stance with respect 
to the study of science and language: we are out to under­
stand language and science substantially from within, "for 
there is no itov aiff".30

We know, of course, that we must, on pain of paradox, keep

^Quine, Ontological Relativity, p. 44.
O Q0 Quine, Ontological Relativity, p. 6.
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the truth predicate from a language out of the language it­
self— insofar as we are trying to make something theoretical­
ly interesting out of the truth predicate. This is the sense 
in which Quine finds truth "transcendental", and the result 
of this is the hierarchy of languages and metalanguages that 
spreads itself before our eyes in logic studies. This hier­
archy of metalanguages is related, as Quine points out, to 
the hierarchy (or multiplicity, anyway) of background lan­
guages necessary, according to "Ontological Relativity", in 
making theoretical sense of reference; and we may wonder in 
both cases, as we have, how close we are getting, for all 
our pains, to understanding truth and reference any better.

The present point is a different one, however. Whatever 
sort of "understanding" of truth we may think we get by pro­
jecting it in the ways that we do in logic, the crucial fact 
is that the truth predicate, as the sort of theoretically 
interesting predicate we have tried to make of it, cannot be 
understood at all intralinguistically; it is not fit to play 
any central role in a reflexive science of language, or in a 
reflexive science of science. Consequently, if we steadfast­
ly require, as I think we must, that the understanding of sci­
ence and language that we seek be scientific understanding, 
linguistically couched, and so essentially reflexive, we 
should not expect the truth predicate to play any important 
role.

The problem of self-application is one that every suffici­
ently articulate philosophical doctrine faces, and that many 
flounder on. We (naturalists) may as well face the problem 
squarely, right off. No hierarchy of languages and metalan­
guages will get us off the hook: at some point, we must dis­
cuss human language. Period. This we can only do from with­
in.

Russell thought that Wittgenstein’s paradoxical Tractarian 
views about what can only be shown, not said, might be avoid­
ed by the articulation of some doctrine of languages and meta­
languages. Wittgenstein was correct in rejecting this thought 
he was trying to articulate a view about language generally, 
indeed, any possible language, including the one he was using. 
As he saw it, of course, this violated the theory of types 
(which could not in any case be stated, as theory) and hence 
was, strictly, meaningless— as stated.

Our aims are more modest than Wittgenstein's in the Tracta- 
tus. We are interested in human language— that being the only 
kind available for study, unless we count the birds and the 
bees. And we are not committed in advance to any particular 
theoretical vocabulary— this being science, not metaphysics.
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In particular, we are not committed to 'truth* and 'reference'. 
A good thing, too; otherwise we would have problems of para­
dox— and no spellbinding poem about

Logic— all-embracing logic,
Which mirrors the world...
An infinitely fine network,
The great mirror

to help us swallow it, either.

I do not mean to suggest, I repeat, that our science of 
language would have no account to give of truth and the truth 
predicate; of course it would, as it would account for the 
peculiar propensity of the truth predicate to ramify so im­
pressively in the way of logic. It is just that the dimen­
sions of language across which the truth predicate projects 
so nicely would emerge as secondary. Logic now appears to 
us as something sublime. It appears to Quine as the location 
of the most sublime of all disciplines: metaphysics. Prom 
within our science of language, I believe, it will look much 
more like froth; it will prove to be much more ephemeral and 
transient than we can now easily conceive.

Quine has called logic a science; like any science, he 
says, the business of logic is the pursuit of truth.31 But 
what a difference! Here we find no seeking of evidence in 
external objects, out where everybody can see it; here we 
find speculation not conducted with a view to the possible 
access of empirical evidence at some future stage. Logic, if 
a science at all, is one like no other. Logicians pursue 
truth, all right, but in a sense of 'pursue' quite other than 
that in which empirical scientists pursue truth: logicians 
project the truth predicate itself down the ways of the lan­
guage, make it echo through the grammar; but neither the truth 
predicate nor the grammatical constructions are themselves 
ever made objective sense of. Indeed, Quine sees the details 
of logical grammar as dictated by considerations of logical 
convenience only:

The grammar that we logicians are tendentiously calling 
standard is a grammar designed with no other thought than 
to facilitate the tracing of truth conditions.32

Perhaps those grammatical forms that can seem to pervade our 
language and that logicians try to make pervasive in the lan-

■^Compare Quine, Methods of Logic, 3rd ed. (New York: Holt, 
Reinhart, Winston, 1972), p. 1.

^2Quine, Philosophy of Logic, pp. 3^-35.
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guage in the service of the truth predicate are not even nat­
urally occurring secondary features of language, as color is 
of physical objects, but mere artifacts of past misguided 
study of language,

What sort of science could logic be? What would the evi­
dence for it be, as theory? We saw earlier that this question 
of what evidence must be like for such theories as we seek is 
one of the things that induces vagueness into our naturalis­
tic belief that philosophy is continuous with science; and 
perhaps just here, in our articulation of logical theory in 
hopes of getting clearer on truth, some kind of evidence other 
than the objective kind required for empirical science would 
be appropriate. Logicians and other seekers after logical 
form, it would seem, are our phenomenologists of language par 
excellence; they are beholden to no consideration other than 
that of bringing logical theory, the theory of valid infer­
ence, into consonance with that set of inferences we would 
accept as being valid. As Goodman puts it,

A rule is amended if it yields an inference we are unwill­
ing to accept ; an inference is rej ected if it violates a 
rule we are unwilling to amend. The process of justifica­
tion is the delicate one of making mutual adjustments be­
tween rules and accepted inferences; and in the agreement 
achieved lies the only justification needed for either.33

In the agreement achieved lies the only justification needed 
or possible for logical theory. Here there is no objective 
control, no relating of the terms of our theory to the sort 
of evidence that is out where everybody can see it. The evi­
dence for logical theory is purely a product of introspection. 
Here again is our previous insight: logical theory, and the 
uncritical theory of reference of which it is a central part, 
is a mental science, if a science at all. But this again is 
nothing new; we’ve known for a long time that logic is a pure­
ly a priori discipline. It's just that we naturalistic phi­
losophers have got to take this old fact more seriously, and 
draw the consequences.

In one of those arresting, pregnant, hard-to-understand 
lines one finds scattered throughout Quine’s work, he tells us 
that

The way to a full and satisfactory theory of meaning is,
I begin to suspect, a phenomenology of act and intension, 
but one in which all concepts are defined finally in be-

^Nelson Goodman, Fact, Fiction, and Forecast (Indianapolis: 
Bobbs-Merrill, 1955 )5 P* 6ÏÏT
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havioral terms. 34
I believe some insight into this passage is to be had by 
linking it with Davidson's idea about the way to a full and 
satisfactory theory of meaning and with my reflections above 
on the quest for logical form. Davidson's idea, as expounded 
in these sentences of Quine's, is that "the way to develop a 
systematic account of meanings for a language is to develop 
Tarski's recursive definition of truth for that language."
For, "you have given all the meanings when you have given the 
truth conditions of all the sentences."35 But, if I am not 
mistaken, the search for logical form, the attempt to give 
the truth conditions of all your sentences— in short, the ef­
fort to chase the truth predicate clear through the language—  
is a pure exercise in the phenomenology of language. Perhaps 
what Quine is seeing in the passage displayed above is the 
phenomenological nature of the quest for logical form.

Quine sees the connection Davidson has drawn between truth 
and meaning as redounding to the credit of the otherwise flim­
sy notion of meaning; as we have seen, he has long believed 
that the theory of reference is in better shape than the theory 
of meaning. I would like to suggest a different interpreta­
tion of Davidson's insight.

Even in the above passage Quine sticks to his naturalistic 
guns: he requires that all the concepts of our theory of
meaning, the future product of our phenomenological reflec­
tion, be defined finally in behavioral terms. But now a re­
cursively specifiable set of truth conditions for all the 
sentences of our language would be the resultant of two fac­
tors, truth and grammar— a grammar, in particular, construct­
ed with an eye on truth. And where and how, one wants to know, 
are we to define the basic concepts of such a theory of mean­
ing behaviorally? Where and how will we make objective sense 
of the truth predicate— the kind of objective sense that would 
relate truth importantly to meaning? Where and how will we 
make objective sense of the grammar we design with our eye 
cocked on truth? These questions are especially urgent in 
view of the various objective indeterminacies involved in the 
task of the grammarian that Quine has been calling to our at­
tention.

Far from reflecting well on meaning, I suggest, Davidson's

■^Quine, "Reply to Kaplan," in D. Davidson and J. Hintikka, 
eds., Words and Objections (Dordrecht: D. Reidel Publishing Co., 
1969), p. 343-

^Quine, "Reply to Davidson," in Words and Objections, p. 333-
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link between meaning and truth should reflect ill on truth.
Both the theory of meaning and the theory of reference belong 
to an uncritical mentalistic semantics. Both belong to a 
pure phenomenology of language or phenomenology of thought; 
both would be part of a science of mind or of pure thought 
as distinct from a science of everything else, if such a 
science of mind there could be, if such a thing could be 
called science. I believe (admittedly by faith), and be­
lieve Quine believes, that such a thing is impossible.

I share Quine’s conviction that phenomenological reflection 
on language and consciousness, on what it's like to be and to 
have come to be the ways we are, to think and speak the ways 
we do, is part of the way to a full and satisfactory theory 
about ourselves. The problem is that there are many things 
it's like to be and speak and think the ways we are and do, 
many metaphors that hold out promise of being articulable 
into a deeper theoretical understanding of ourselves and our 
world. Our control on our theorizing is our naturalism, our 
conviction that we are to maintain no less than scientific 
standards, our refusal to suppose that what empirical science 
cannot give us in the way of understanding we can get else­
where.

The problem with the Quine-Davidson attempt to arrive at a 
theory of language through the pursuit of the truth predicate 
is not that the result is a product of phenomenological re­
flection on language. The problem is that this reflection 
pursues the wrong quarry. We know this because of the elusive­
ness of the notions of truth and grammar when we come to try 
to make objective sense of them. This quarry starts and flies, 
yea, soars, but off into mentalistic regions where we can no 
longer get our scientific sights trained on it.

The thought we started out this section with, of divorcing 
the notion of truth from that of reference, was then a wrong 
one: truth and reference belong together— indeed, deserve
each other— after all; what therefore God hath joined together 
let not man put asunder. We noted that the truth predicate 
was at home (in practice) among the observation sentences; 
but so, of course, is the notion of reference, in practice.
We were impressed by the fact that Quine has characterized 
observationality in its theoretically interesting sense in­
dependently of the notion of reference; but he has done so 
also independently of the notion of truth. We had to admit 
that the truth predicate projects or is made to project won­
derfully, in a way— across dimensions of the language logic­
ians discover or create with the sole thought of chasing the 
truth predicate itself clear through the language. The result 
is logical theory, perhaps even theory of meaning; theory of 
some sort, anyway, but not, I think, the sort of theory that
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gets us any closer to a natural science of language, our real 
goal, since this logical theory or theory of meaning Is couch­
ed In terms that will not tie down objectively and rests on 
evidence that Is not out where observers can jointly observe 
It. In both these respects It Is like and goes hand in hand 
with the sort of theory that comes of pressing the notion of 
reference toward a theoretical understanding of certain aspects 
of language. We would secure the references and meanings of 
some terms at the foundations of language, at the observa­
tional end; we would define truth In terms of reference (sat­
isfaction); and we would chase truth clear through the lan­
guage, thus hoping to understand the whole In terms of these 
two notions at home In practice only In one part. But the 
notion of reference won't do its job here unless driven In­
side and made a very private matter of acquaintance; and the 
theory of truth conditions has Introspection as Its only evi­
dence; nowhere do the crucial terms break out and tie down 
objectively, and nowhere do we hew to the methodological re­
straints of natural science.

I believe we are In possession of enough evidence now to 
make my conclusion more probable than not: Semantical theory 
as we philosophers know It, both as theory of meaning and as 
theory of reference, is not leading us where we naturalistic 
philosophers want to go. It does not succeed In making the 
objective connection. Its central terms can be understood 
only inter-linguistically, as from one background or meta­
language to another, and "understood” In only a very thin 
sense at that. Understood In such terms language and thought 
are left cut off from the extra-linguistic world in which, in 
point of fact, they live and move and have their being. As 
far as a natural science of language goes, we are still in 
the beginning, brooding upon the face of the deep. The most 
that can be said from this point of view of researches in 
"semantics" is that every once in awhile people who think a 
lot about it notice something else relatively observational 
about language and thought— something else we put into our 
growing unsorted file of facts for future reference. Language 
and thought are just not the sorts of things they would have 
to be if the central terms of "semantics" were going to do the 
trick for us in the way of a real science of language. Reason 
is not at the bottom of language as it is at the top— any more 
than it is of things in general. We are going to have to look 
elsewhere; we are going to have to work our way around the no­
tions of truth and reference and their linguistic auxiliaries 
before we shall begin to gain any serious understanding of our 
language and our thought.

VI
I would like to engage now in some arrant speculation on
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what we might expect a science of language and of science to 
show us or do for us. And I must make good on my promise to 
try to say how we might come to bring ourselves to reject as 
an outright falsehood our vague doctrine that philosophy, as 
an effort to get clearer on things, is continuous with or 
part of science.

"We are prone," Quine says, "to talk and think of objects."

Physical objects are the obvious illustration when the 
illustrative mood is on us, but there are also all the 
abstract objects, or so there purport to be: the states 
and qualities, numbers, attributes, classes. We persist 
in breaking reality down somehow into a multiplicity of 
identifiable and discriminable objects, to be referred 
to by singular and general terms. We talk so inveterate- 
ly of objects that to say we do so seems almost to say 
nothing at all; for how else is there to talk?36

To say we talk of objects seems almost to say nothing at all; 
yet this seemingly trivial observation about our discourse 
has dominated much of the philosophical literature through 
the centuries. It has certainly dominated Quine's work in 
philosophy: Quine, in his roles as logician, semanticist,
epistemologist, ontologist, has been concerned to find his 
way about our talk of objects, to distill and regiment it, 
to study various of the notions central to it, to understand 
its acquisition and its divagations, and to try to say, from 
within it, what objects there must be to be referred to if 
our talk of objects is true. For Quine the objectificatory 
and individuative features of our language and thought have 
seemed central, have seemed to be those of its features we 
would have to understand first if we were ever to understand 
it at all.

We have known for quite some time that there are serious 
problems with the project of making good sense of the ostensi­
bly central and important individuative features of our dis­
course. To name just a few: there are all the puzzles in­
volved with making sense of the notions of object, of truth, 
of truth of, of existence, of identity; all the forms of words 
in which these seemingly central notions seem strangely to get 
lost sight of while still in plain view; all the difficulties 
we've had in trying to organize these notions into a genuine 
and informative theory about ourselves, about who we are and 
what we are saying and what we can know. We get no penetra­
tion, anywhere, in these terms, only superficiality; press 
most of these notions and you are led off into a metaphysical

■^Quine, Ontological Relativity, p 1 .
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wilderness. These problems have been obvious enough to us; 
but there has been in any case no alternative to thinking and 
talking in these terms and taking them seriously; for how 
else is there to think and talk, and what other terms, appli­
cable to language, are there to take seriously?

To the mind of a born-again four-square naturalistic 
philosopher like myself there have been in the middle third 
of this century two ways one could approve of dealing with 
these central problems of philosophy, problems which look to 
be impervious to empirical resolution. There is, first, the 
way of the later Wittgenstein: trying to show us out of the 
problems that present themselves so seemingly irresistably 
in connection with certain forms of words by showing us past 
the language that has captivated us; trying to effect a switch 
in the aspect under which these forms of words appear to us; 
trying to change what looks like a rabbit into a duck and 
vice versa, trying to change forms of words that grip and com­
pel into innocent phrases devoid of cosmic significance and 
vice versa; trying to help us get the hang of the trick; try­
ing to show us it is_ a trick, a thing words do or a thing we 
do with words; thinking if we would only see this the one look 
of the words would lose its compulsion; patiently assembling 
his reminders, trying to make our philosophical problems go 
away so that we could get on with other things. The trouble 
is that this method seems only to work sometimes and for some 
people; and if it works at all it is dependent on a conjurer 
with the language of the skill of Wittgenstein. Further, it 
points to no positive theory, but only to the cessation of 
the search for theory in certain directions; in short, to the 
cessation of philosophy as an autonomous effort to get clearer 
on things.

On the other hand we have had the example of Quine to look 
up to. Quine has continued to worry at and tried to solve 
the philosophical problems Wittgenstein would have us get 
over, but he has proceeded with the firm good sense of a man 
working toward a future empirical theory in which these prob­
lems would find their solution. He has continued to press 
the same old seemingly important words in his effort to un­
derstand them and language in terms of them, but he has at­
tempted to press them toward incorporation in an empirical 
theory of language, refusing (except on rare occasion) to be 
stampeeded off the green pastures of science into the meta­
physical wastelands. I have been urging that we interpret 
Quine’s failure to make objective sense of the notions of 
truth and reference (in particular) as evidence that these 
notions, after all and for all of their seeming centrality 
to our language and thought, have no central role to play in 
an empirical theory of language and thought. This conclusion 
fits nicely with Wittgenstein's sense that the aura of impor-
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tance that surrounds these and some other words is delusive.

There is a third, underground tradition in philosophy which 
it is perhaps time we "analytic" philosophers, and especially 
we students of language and consciousness, began to take more 
notice of. I refer to the mystical tradition, embodied in 
the writings of those who have sought and achieved the bea­
tific vision (or its non-Christian equivalent) and then have 
come back and tried to convey to the rest of us, by descrip­
tion, in language, some "understanding" of what they have 
come to appreciate, as it were, by acquaintance, by means of 
a raised consciousness which transcends our mundane conscious­
ness and language.

This is surely no place for a long discussion of mysticism; 
nor am I presently capable of such a thing. What impresses me 
about what the mystics say, at this stage, is just that it is 
so consistent with the trouble we have had in trying to under­
stand ourselves and our language and our consciousness in 
terms of those features of our conceptual scheme which have 
occupied the minds of us philosophers so: in terms, that 
is, of the notions of truth and reference, of the notions of 
individuation, discrimination, identity, existence, object.
What the mystics tell us is that these features of our cur­
rent language and consciousness are cosmically secondary, 
breeding mere appearances. Watts sums it up as follows:

Reality is neither multiple, temporal, spatial, nor dual. 
Figuratively speaking, it is the One rather than the Many. 
But it appears to be the Many by a process variously de­
scribed as manifestation, creation by the Word, sacrific­
ial dismemberment, art, play, or illusion— to name but a 
few of the terms by which the doctrine accounts for the 
existence of the conventional world.

The conventions of time, space, multiplicity, and duality 
are false until they are seen to be conventional, where­
after they are "redeemed" and attain the full dignity of 
art.37

And here, in particular, is Meister Eckhart on the relation 
of our current kind of objectual, individuative consciousness, 
in terms of which we understand the world, to the raised or 
transcendent mystical consciousness:

Say, Lord, when is a man in mere "understanding"? I say 
to you: "When a man sees one thing separated from another."

^Alan Watts, Myth and Ritual in Christianity (New York: 
Vanguard Press, 1953)5 pp. 17 and 23, respectively.
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And when is a man above mere understanding? That I can 
tell you: "When he sees all in all, then a man stands 
beyond mere understanding."

The mystical vision transcends our verbal intellection, ap­
parently, precisely in transcending the discriminatory, ob­
jectif icatory, individuative apparatus of intellection and 
scientific understanding.

There are then these signs and portents, these straws in 
the philosophical wind: there are Wittgenstein's reminders; 
there is the resistance of the notions of truth and reference 
and the other parts of the individuative apparatus of our lan­
guage to being made objective sense of; and there is the mys­
tical vision of the world, in which individuation seems to go 
by the boards, to be transcended.

It seems to me that we might expect something like the fol­
lowing outcome. We will continue to press toward a scientific 
understanding (for there is no other) of science, of language 
and of consciousness, pursuing features of these phenomena 
other than those individuative and objectificatory features 
which have so far loomed so large in our eyes.

Our science of ourselves will continue to be couched in 
the same old objectificatory and individuative framework of 
our current language. For there is, as Quine has stressed, 
no other way to talk; our current "conceptual framework" is 
the framework of science, and no understanding is to be gain­
ed except in its terms.

But from within the framework of such a science we will see 
clearly, we will understand, scientifically, how and why the 
objectificatory and individuative features of the language of 
science, so central to our current limited understanding of 
language and science, are cosmically secondary. We will see 
"objects", at least in the sense of 'object' of which we have 
tried to make theoretical hay, as artifacts of the language and 
consciousness of science. We will see truth and reference them­
selves as secondary to language, like color is to physical ob­
jects; important, no doubt, to certain activities which loom 
large to our present consciousness and concerns but insignifi­
cant for a broader and more theoretical science of language.
In seeing how the true/false dichotomy and other untenable 
dualisms are "conventional" we will redeem them, and they and 
the language and science which embodies them will attain the 
full dignity of art.

We should also expect our science of language to make it
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clear to us why It is that certain words, applicable to lan­
guage, should have seemed so important to the understanding 
of language for so long, why they seemed to promise so much 
in the way of understanding while coming to so little in the 
way of genuine theory. It should enable us to understand 
our old compulsion to ontological speculations, for example, 
and at the same time arm us once and for all against the com­
pulsion. It should let us stop worrying at truth, reference 
and ontology by showing us at last exactly the sense in which 
they belong to transcendental metaphysics and exactly what is 
wrong with transcendental metaphysics. The result would not 
be a metaphysical theory of any new or old variety; it would 
be the dissolution of metaphysical questions, a making of our 
"uniquely philosophical" problems to go away through a sci­
entific vision of their artificiality and spuriousness, a 
vision of the way language spawns them as its bastard children 
and our philosophical orthodoxy keeps them alive by its gratu­
itous assumptions.

Our science of ourselves will also show us the sense in 
which it is true to say that philosophy, as an effort to get 
clearer on things, is continuous with or a part of science.
It will vindicate our article of faith in at least two ways.
It will show us that (just as we thought all along) philo­
sophical problems, both genuine and spurious, are not autono­
mous from science, that empirical considerations are relevant 
to their solution or dissolution, deep as they are or can be 
made to seem: our genuine problems will find their scientific 
solutions; our spurious ones will dissolve in the solvent of 
our science. And it will, having given us an understanding 
of understanding, make it clear beyond dispute that there is 
no understanding, no getting clear on things, apart from sci­
ence. There is much we do with and in language besides try­
ing to get clear about or understand things: there is poetry, 
there is myth, there is religion, there is philosophy as Plato 
perhaps saw it, as the important activity of telling plausible 
stories, of telling them beautifully:

Here is my song for the asking
Ask me and I will play
So sweetly I'll make you smile.38

Much of philosophy will take its place under this head (al­
though, one must admit, not much of current philosophy). It 
can be very like theatre too: one incarnates certain possible 
ways— very abstract— of being a human being, many of which 
verge on madness; this not only entertains, it instructs.

^Paul Simon, "Song for the Asking."
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But I digress. All of this insight, I was saying, is to 
be gained from within a science still couched objectually.
In Tillich’s phrase, we would continue to practice in the 
light of the myth of objects, but the myth would be broken, 
and so any temptation to its literalistic interpretation in 
the way of pressing it toward theory would be transcended.
We would continue to talk and think in the same old ways, 
but our conception of what we were doing would be radically 
different than it is now. Our theory, in its reflexive way, 
would tell us that speculation even on its objects was beside 
the point. While being fully objectual, this science would 
not take as central to itself any predicates relating to that 
fact about itself or other parts of science.

We would then perhaps usher ourselves into an age of post- 
individuative consciousness; from within a science couched 
still in the same individuative language we would see our way 
beyond individuation. The crowning and last achievement of 
our reflexive consciousness would be a reflexive science which 
would point the way beyond the ultimate untenable dualism, 
that between subject and object, and so point the way beyond 
all possibility of reflexivity.

I must emphasize that I do not mean to suggest that none 
of the notions philosophers have found it important to try to 
understand would play central roles in the future science I 
envision; just those would which could be secured objectively. 
It seems to me that Quine's work on the notion of observation- 
ality provides one good example of the way in which we might 
begin to see our way from within the individuative and objecti- 
factory apparatus of our language beyond that apparatus. For 
recall that one of our problems has been to understand where 
and how language is "tied down" to the world; we've seen that 
it is tied down at the observational end, but we have thought 
that observationality was to be understood in terms of refer­
ence. Quine has shown us that observationality is not a mat­
ter of reference at all; observationality continues to be im­
portant, but reference goes by the boards. Observationality 
is a matter of the conditioning of sentences holophrastically 
as responses to various ranges of sensory stimulations; refer­
ence only comes in later, in our current, parochial ways of 
thinking and speaking. Observationality is linguistic common 
coin and is bound to be; it is primary to language. Reference 
is local, linguistically immanent, cosmically secondary. This 
insight of Quine's into observationality is, I say, an example 
of how our science of language could settle an important ques­
tion about itself as well as about other parts of science.
This is what we should expect to happen generally.

The future I envision differs from one Quine has suggested.
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Toward the end of "Speaking of Objects" he says that

It seemed in our reflections on the child that the cate­
gory of bulk terms was a survival of a pre-individuative 
phase. We were thinking ontogenetically, but the phylo­
genetic parallel is plausible too: we may have in the 
bulk term a relic, half vestigial and half adapted, of 
a pre-individuative phrase in the evolution of our con­
ceptual scheme. And some day, correspondingly, something 
of our present individuative talk may in turn end up, half 
vestigial and half adapted, within a new and as yet un­
imagined pattern beyond individuation.39

Perhaps, perhaps. If I find mine the more probable future it 
is because I think I can see how we can presently work at re­
alizing it, hastening the day of its coming. I find it imagin­
able even now, for there are those signs and portents. Also 
one apparently finds no hint of a post-individuative pattern 
of talk among the mystics. There one finds only the redemp­
tion of the individuative pattern through the vision of its 
"conventionality".

I warned the reader that these speculations would be ar­
rant, and I believe I have been as good as my word. I have 
wanted to convey some impression of how basic a successful 
science of language and of science would be, and so what kind 
of changes it could bring about in our conception of our­
selves. We have some experience already of the sort of alter­
ations of consciousness that scientific revolutions can bring 
about. The race has lived through three such within relative­
ly recent memory, those of Copernicus, Darwin and Freud, and 
each has wrought profound changes in our thinking about our­
selves. A science of language, of science, of consciousness, 
could hardly fail to do as much, for it would strike much 
closer to home; it would hit us where we live.

Talking to people about these things can be unnerving. Al­
most everyone seems willing to grant that of course one day 
we shall have a science of language and of science (if, per­
haps, not of consciousness); for language and science are phe­
nomena that occur in the physical world, and everyone seems 
to believe that whatever occurs in the physical world is sub­
ject to physical determinism and is therefore subject to some 
sort of causal explanation. But how, they ask, could such ex­
planation be relevant to our problems as philosophers?

One thing behind this sort of wonderment is perhaps a tacit

^Quine, Ontological Relativity, p. 24.
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exclusion of consciousness from the domain of science, or 
perhaps, conversely, a too-quick readiness to "identify" con- 
sious states with relatively simple events in the brain. An­
other thing behind it is a failure to appreciate the radical 
sort of reflexivity a science of language and of science would 
involve. People seem to think that a science of language or 
of science could be shallow, that it is just around the cor­
ner, almost in hand (what with recent advances in neurophysi­
ology and all that). I think, on the other hand, that we are 
very far right now even from having anything approaching the 
right data for a science of language; we are in the same posi­
tion relative to our future science of language that sixteen­
th-century meteorologists were in relative to their future 
science of the weather. We not only do not have the right 
data, but we also lack appropriate conceptual materials.
Our most promising candidates to date— the materials of the 
theory of reference— are, I take Quine to have shown, not 
going to do the trick for us.

We are perhaps in somewhat the same position Freud was in 
when he began his work. Freud, like most other psychologists 
of his day, believed in the principle of psychic determinism. 
That meant that he, like most others, would have believed 
that the phenomena of madness, dreams, slips of the tongue, 
errors, random thoughts, and so on, had causes and could be 
explained, somehow. One might have expected, prior to Freud, 
a shallow explanation of these phenomena, perhaps a behavior­
istic explanation which would have seen them as the result of 
superficial associations of ideas or some such thing; mess-ups 
in the synapses perhaps. Freud's breakthrough was the insight 
that the causes of these phenomena lie deep; he saw that they 
serve a purpose in the psychic economy of people and that we 
would not properly understand them until we had a much fuller 
understanding of psychic economy, of the relations between 
the conscious and the unconscious, of the genesis of conscious­
ness and the purpose it serves in the lives of us human animals. 
Freud evidently expected, through much of his career, the ul­
timate reduction or replacement of psychoanalytic theory to or 
by purely physical theory, but he saw that no physical under­
standing of psychic phenomena could be gained prior to the 
sort of deep understanding of them in other words which he 
sought in terms of psychoanalytic theory. Prior to that, the 
appropriate data for a physical theory would be lacking; it 
wouldn't have the ghost of a chance.

In the same way, I believe, we must not expect any quick 
physicalistic science of language or of science. We should 
strive for a "phenomenological" theory of these things, akin 
perhaps to "phenomenological" thermodynamics. Our theory 
should be, or approach, science; it should be a theory in 
which all concepts are defined finally in behavioral or some 
other objectively specifiable terms. It must be a reflexive
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theory, applicable to itself. We should strive for depth 
of understanding, the sort of depth that would make our em­
pirical theory relevant to the solution or resolution of the 
deepest problems of all, those of philosophy. And finally, 
being naturalists, we may perhaps expect the ultimate re- 
ducibility of our phenomenological theory of language and 
science and consciousness to physical theory, after the 
fashion of the reducibility of phenomenological thermodyna­
mics to statistical mechanics.

The notion of the reduction of one "theory" to another has 
played a large role in philosophy for at least the last three 
centuries. Empiricists have classically striven for some re­
duction of all of meaningful discourse to some basic vocabul­
ary rendered meaningful and secured in point of reference by 
"acquaintance" and to some basic sentences couched in that 
vocabulary known to be true again through "acquaintance".
Such programs take meaning or description, truth and reference 
to be basic to language, they seek to secure these notions at 
the basis of language and project them, in a way, up through 
the language. We have witnessed recently other reductive pro­
grams of this ilk: of talk of minds to talk of behavior; of 
talk of sensations to topic-neutral talk; of the language of 
morals to this or that other part of the language. All of 
these programs take one part of the language as it stands 
and try to reconstrue it in terms of some other part of the 
language as it stands for one reason or another, usually hav­
ing something to do with the bafflement of philosophers at 
the wonderful fecundity of our linguistic powers.

For Quine too the notion of reduction plays a large role. 
Quine abandons in "Ontological Relativity" the notions of 
description and reference ("Always, if the structure is there, 
the applications will fall into place") and so he loses sight 
of one important restraint on inter-theoretic reduction in 
science, namely, the requirement that the sentences which 
correlate the basic terms of the two theories involved be 
empirically testable in some way. Still, Quine sees a role 
for reduction in his sense— the mere modelling of one theory 
in another— in terms of his relativistic doctrine of ontology.

I too continue to see a role for the reduction of one the­
ory to another in our basic enterprise of trying to gain an 
understanding of our language and ourselves. I see nothing 
to be gained by Quine's modelling of one theory in another, 
which is a merely logical exercise; nor do I hold out any 
hope for a reduction of all of meaningful discourse to some 
fundamental sentences or of this or that apparently autonomous 
part of our current language to other parts. I see us striv­
ing for an empirical science of language at some non-basic or 
"phenomenological" level, a science in which the notions of
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truth and reference would play only a secondary role, and one 
which would make It clear to us why it Is that the other sorts 
of reductive programs I have mentioned are beside the point. 
Once we had achieved such a science It would be appropriate 
to ask whether It was reducible, In the way one empirical 
theory Is reducible to another, to some more basic, perhaps 
purely physical, science. I do not see that It would be a 
particular disappointment If this turned out not to be pos­
sible. We still remain unclear about what such reducibility, 
Insofar as It ever occurs unalloyed, teaches us about the ways 
of the world. But this again is one of the questions we can 
expect our future science of language and of science to set­
tle for us.

The most disappointing thing that could happen would be 
the achievement of a science of language and of ourselves 
that was at once clearly adequate to Its task but was at the 
same time shallow, In the sense that It did not reach as deep 
as our philosophical problems. Such a science would presum­
ably clarify but not vindicate our naturalistic article of 
faith that philosophy, as an effort to get clearer on things, 
is continuous with or a part of science. The achievement of 
such a science would force us to give up our article of faith 
as an outright falsehood. If it Is possible, once our science 
of language and science Is achieved, to continue In good faith 
and full scientific self-consciousness to believe that phi­
losophy as an effort to get clearer on things can go on apart 
from science, that there is something more to be learned that 
science cannot teach us, then I think I shall give myself over 
to sublime metaphysical reflections, and seek to know the 
noumenon from the phenomena. In the meantime I shall adhere 
to my article of faith In good faith, believing, as I do, that 
It Is an empirical, not a metaphysical creed. I shall contin­
ue to press, with Quine, for an empirical understanding of 
science, language and consciousness.

This enterprise is not born or borne of pride in human un­
derstanding, as some might think; for we know from past ex­
perience how humbling increased knowledge of ourselves can be, 
and we have the testimony of the mystics as to how little our 
vaunted rationality comes to cosmically. On the other hand, 
surely there is room for hope that the deeper Is our under­
standing of ourselves, the more we shall know how so to number 
our days that we may apply our hearts unto wisdom, and to make 
ourselves glad according to the days wherein we have seen evil.
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