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Putnam’s model-theoretic argument
against metaphysical realism

BOB HALE AND CRISPIN WRIGHT

Metaphysical realism, as Hilary Putnam conceives it, is not a single, monolithic
doctrine, but an amalgam of several closely associated philosophical ideas about
the relations between language and reality, and between truth and knowledge or
justifiable belief. One component on which Putnam places considerable emphasis is
that even an ideal theory (a theory that is "epistemically ideal for humans' —ideal by
the lights of the operational criteria by which we assess the merit of theories) may
nevertheless be, in reality, false.' But commonly, Putnam presents metaphysical
realism as involving adherence to three other claims, of which he takes this feature
tobe a consequence: that ‘the world consists of a fixed totality of mind-independent
objects’, that ‘there is exactly one true description of the way the world is’ and that
'truth involves some sort of correspondence between words or thought-signs and
external things and sets of things’.”

The so-called model-theoretic argument has played a leading role in the cam-
patgn Putnam has waged. in writings since 1976, against this outlook. Qur leading
questions will be: What is the argument? How is it best conceived as working? Does
it work? Section I takes up the first. and gives our reasons for concentrating, there-
after. on the version of Putnam's argument set forth in his Reason, Truth and His-
tory. In Section Il we explain how. in general terms, that argument is best
conceived as working. Cursory inspection of Putnam's overall dialectic reveals it to
incorporate three sub-arguments, collectively designed to show that the metaphys-
ical realist confronts an insuperable problem over explaining how our words may
possess determinate reference, In our next three sections we expound these three
sub-arguments in more detail. and offer some critical reflections on them, Section
Il considers Putnam’s version of the Permutation Argument, aimed at showing
that reference cannot be determined by fixing the truth-conditions of whole sen-
tences. In Section IV we then review his argument that reference cannot be fixed by
our intentions or anything else ‘in the head': and in Section V we review his ‘just
more theory' argument, designed to show that the metaphysical realist cannot
rescue the situation by appeal to causal or other natural connections between our
words and the world. Having argued that the last of these arguments fails, we
consider in Section VI whether Putnam’s dialectical purposes might be better
served by other, more specific arguments he has advanced elsewhere, aimned at
showing that the project of giving a naturalistic account of reference is hopeless. In

427



BOB HALE AND CRISPIN WRIGHT

Section VII we consider how the considerations adduced by Putnam might be secn
as an argument telling selectively against metaphysical realism; and we conclude,
in Section VIII, with a brief assessment of how far Putnam’s argument, so viewed,
may be taken to succeed.

I

There are significant differences between the versions of Putnam’s argument in
"Models and Reality’ (1977) and in Reason, Truth and History (1981a). Both con-
front the metaphysical realist with the same challenge — to show how words can
stand in the determinate referential relations which his world-view demands. But
the latter furnishes the more complete case for thinking the metaphysical realist
incapable of meeting it. ‘Models and Reality’ deploys the Léwenheim-Skolem the-
orems, and closely related completeness results, to show — if all goes to plan — that
no assignment of truth-values (however tightly constrained) to any (however com-
prehensive) class of whole sentences can suffice to fix the reference of terms and
predicates. But there remain, so far as the argument of '"Models and Reality' goes,
various ways a metaphysical realist may respond: for example, that speakers’ in-
tentions or other intentional states play an essential role; or that, if the reference of
words is to be thought of as determined via their role in complete sentences, it is not
those sentences’ truth-values. but their truth-conditions, that matter. Further argu-
ment, of precisely the kind altempted in Reason, Truth and History. is needed to close
olf such moves.

In broadest outline. Putnam’s thought in Reason, Truth and History has the
following structure: If the world is to be conceived as consisting of ‘some fixed
totality of mind-independent objects’, with truth consisting in 'some sort of corre-
spondence relation between words or thought-signs and external things and sets of
things’,’ then there must be determinate referential relations between the words
and the things. But if so, the metaphysical realist owes an account of how that can
be so. Putnam argues, by reviewing three, putatively exhaustive directions in
which it might be sought, that there can be no such satisfactory account:

First, ‘what goes on in the head' cannot determine what we are referring to. We can
imagine, Putnam suggests, a planet — Twin Earth — very much like Earth, populated
by creatures very like ourselves, in surroundings very much like our own. There is,
however, an interesting difference — the substance that fills Twin Earth streams and
rivers, lakes and puddles, and comes oul of Twin Earth taps, and so forth, is not H,0
. but has a different chemical composition, XYZ. However, XYZ has just the same
phenomenological properties as our water — it looks and tastes the same, and so on,
and is, indeed, called ‘water’ on Twin Earth. If a Twin Earth dweller were somehow
transported to Earth, she would not be able to tell our water apart from the liquid
she encounters in similar circumstances back on Twin Earth. Her watery thoughits
and experiences are, subjectively or ‘from the inside’, just like ours. In point of pure
mental states relevant to the use of ‘water’ — that is, mental states identified neutral-
ly with respect to the existence and character of such external things as might
ordinarily get mentioned in their description — 'I'win Earth dwellers are indistin-
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guishable from us. Yet when they speak of ‘water’, they are referring to XY7Z,
whereas we are referring to H,0O. So 'what's in the head’ — pure mental states — does
not determine reference. Reference varies in a way that cannot be explained by
appeal to pure mental states. But to appeal to impure — world-involving — states
would be just circular.?

Second, sub-sentential reference cannot be determined by fixing, via 'operation-
al and theoretical constraints, '’ either the truth-values or even the truth-conditions of
whole sentences. This stronger conclusion is now obtained using more modest
model-theoretic resources than in ‘Models and Reality’. Given one scheme of refer-
ence which induces, at each possible world, such-and-such truth-values on com-
plete sentences, we can obtain, by permutation, as many rival schemes as you like,
which agree with the 'intended’ scheme on the truth-values of whole sentences in
each world, but diverge over assignments to terms and predicates,

Third. it is no use appealing to any further non-intentional —e.g. causal — condi-
tion as the needed source of referential determinacy. Any such appeal must as-
sume, for example, that it is at least determinate what worldly relation our word
‘causes’ stands for. Saying that we use ‘cats’ to speak of just those things that stand
in such-and-such causal relations to our usc of the word is "just more theory’ —and,
as such, just as liable to unwanted interpretations as anything else we may say.

II

There has been a tendency for commentators to interpret this train of thought as
leading to a sceptical paradox comparable to that developed by Kripke in
Wittgenstein's name (see Chapter 15, RULE-FOLLOWING, OBJECTIVITY AND MEANING, section
2): as Kripke's sceplic argues that there are no facts about meaning, so ‘Putnam’s
Paradox’ would have it that there are no facts about reference, all candidates for the
constitution of such facts — the truth-conditions of sentences, speakers’ intentional
stales, and causal and other forms of natural relationships between words and the
world - failing to deliver the appropriately determinate goods. It is consistent with
such an interpretation of Putnam’s argument that he should think, as he certainly
does. that the paradox admits of resolution, much as Kripke holds that there can be
a solution to his Wittgensteinian paradox. But then the suggested parallel begins to
limp. For one thing, it enjoins, taken strictly, that any solution will leave in place its
sceptical conclusion — that there are no facts about reference — just as Kripke's
sceptical solution leaves in place his sceptical conclusion, that there are no facts
about meaning, If this were the intended form of Putnam’s message, we should
expect to find him explaining why/how it is that his preferred internal realism® can
accept such indeterminacy with equanimity. But that is not what he does. What we
find is, rather, the claim that the internal realist has no trouble discounting unin-
tended interpretations of the sort that plague metaphysical realism.” Moreover,
while it is true that metaphysical realism requires determinacy of reference — since
withoul it, there appears to be no making sense of the claim that an ideal theory
may yet be false — it appears that an outright demonstration of indeterminacy could
not tell selectively against metaphysical realism. For while internal realism stops
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short of claiming that even an ideal theory may be false, it will surely grant that a
less than ideal, but still consistent, theory may be so. And this seems to require
setting aside unintended interpretations just as much as does the metaphysical
realist’'s more ambitious claim.

So what is the intended structure of the argument? It might be supposed that
Putnam'’s purpose is not to explode the notion of reference altogether, but by
engineering a conditional cxplosion — by showing that some distinctively metaphys-
ical-realist assumption subserves a proof of indeterminacy — selectively to dispos-
sess the metaphysical realist of the notion. The fact that, as will emerge, no
specifically metaphysical-realist assumption oils the wheels of any of the three sub-
arguments tells against this line: how, if so, could their combination spell trouble
for metaphysical realism but leave internal realism unscathed?”

No: the right way to receive Putnam’s argument, or so we suggest, is as turning
on the crucial claim that the metaphysical realist distinctively owes an explanatory/
constitutive account of reference, but cannot deliver. Much of what Putnam writes in
Reason. Truth and History seems to confirm that this is indeed the primarily intended
line of attack. The problem about reference, to which chapter 2 in the book is
devoted, is repeatedly described as the problem of accounting for how the reference
of our terms is fixed.’ The emphasis throughout is on the need for explanation and
the metaphysical realist’s inability to supply one. Putnam writes:

Of course the externalist agrees that the extension of ‘rabbit’ is the set of rabbits . . .
But he does not regard such statements as telling us what reference is. For him finding
out what reference is, i.e. what the nature of the ‘correspondence’ between words and
things is, is a pressing problem . . . For me there is little to say about what reference is
within a conceptual scheme other than these tautologies,'*

The prevailing thought, then, would seem to be that the metaphysical realist incurs
certain explanatory obligations which. for the internal realist, simply do not arise —
that the internal realist may reasonably stay silent when questions are put about
the constitution of the reference relation, about what makes it the case that a
particular expression has the reference it does.

Why this should be so is a matter to which we shall return. But this, we shall
assume, is how the overall gist of the argument should be interpreted.

I

Deferring issues about overall strategy, we now, in this section, review some of the
detail of, and air some qualms concerning, perhaps the most arresting of the three
ingredient claims in the Reason, Truth and History argument: the claim that even
the truth-conditions of whole sentences containing them are insufficient to deter-
mine the references of sub-sentential expressions.

The well-known reasoning in support of this claim affirms that given any do-
main of objects, and a language used to speak about them, the references/exten-
sions of the sub-sentential expressions of that language may be permuted
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L. consistently with invariance in the truth-value assigned at each possible world to -
B hence in the truth-condition of — cach sentence in the language. This is, Putnam
" suggests — though the claim needs discussion'' — a generalization of Quine’s con-
&' tention in Word and Object that reference is inscrutable, based on the so-called
‘Argument from Below' (see section 3 of Chapter 16, THE INDETERMINACY OF TRANSLA-
mioN). However, whereas Quine merely made a suggestive case that, for all our use
of whole sentences containing it dictates to the contrary, ‘rabbit’ might refer to
» undetached rabbit parts, or temporal stages of rabbits. or the universal rabbithood
E; —thus posing, at most, an unanswered challenge — Putnam’s argument is wholly
general (‘rabbit’ could, without change in the truth-conditions of any sentence
containing it, refer to anything whatever) and, if correct, conclusive.

Let us review the illustration Putnam himself gives of the kind of thing that could
beinvolved in such a systematic reinterpretation, Divide all possible worlds into just
three kinds:

(a) worlds in which some cat is on some mat and some cherry is on some tree (‘is
on’ is here tenseless)

(b) worlds in which some cat is on some mat, but no cherry is on any tree

(c) all other worlds.

Now fix the reference of ‘cat’ in a way which depends on which of these three
groups the actual world belongs to. If the actual world is a type (a) world, then ‘cat’
is to refer to cherries and 'mat’ is to refer to trees. If on the other hand the actual
world is a type (b) world, then ‘cat’ is to refer to cats, and ‘mat’ is to refer to mats,
Finally, if the actual world is a type (c) world. then ‘cat’ is to refer to cherries, and
‘mat’ is to refer to quarks,'?

Now reflect that, il the actual world is as a matter of fact an (a)-world, in which
some cherry is on some trec, Lthe sentence. 'A cat is on a mat’ will be true when the
references of 'cat’ and 'malt’ are so stipulated. It will likewise be true in any (b)-
world, since those are worlds in which some cat is on some mat, and, in those
worlds, 'cat’ and ‘mat’ have their customary reference. Finally, in (c)-worlds, the
sentence will be false, since no cherry is on a quark. But these valuations, note,
coincide exactly with those of ‘A cat is on a mat’ as ordinarily understood, with ‘cat’
and ‘'mat’ assigned their customary reference. In short: the sentence 'A cat is on a
mat’ could have exactly the truth-conditions it does even if, for some possible
worlds, including the actual world, 'cat’ were to refer not to cats, but to cherries —
or whatever you like.

Putnam shows'’ that this type of manoceuvre can be complicated so as to em-
brace simultaneously all the sentences of an entire language. And if sub-sentential
reference may be varied in a systematic way without shift in truth-conditions, then
whatever - if anything - determines reference, it cannot be the truth-conditions of
whole sentences.

This conclusion is apt to seem deeply counter-intuitive. After all, are not the
semantics of sub-sentential expressions exhausted by their contribution Lo the
meanings of sentences containing them? So does not the reference of a term, or
common noun, say. have somehow to be distinctively reflected in the meanings of
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sentences in which it occurs? The argument gives pause, to say the least. We shall
review four broad lines of reservation about it.

One quite common reaction is that Putnam’s argument is somehow self-
defeating. For in order to receive it as showing the existence of alternative inter-
pretations of a language under which all its sentences retain their truth-conditions,
we need already to be able to grasp the distinctions, generated by permutation,
between the various interpretations. But if we can do that — if we can grasp and
distinguish from one another the divergent interpretations on offer—then why can’t
we just stipulate that one among them in particular is the correct one? And why
won't that stipulation be sufficient to render reference fully determinate? If, on the
other hand. we can’t make the requisite distinctions, then we are in no position to
follow the reasoning by which Putnam seeks to persuade us that there is a difficulty.

It would be no answer to this to suggest that assumptions of determinacy of
reference feature in Putnam's argument only for the purposes of reductio as absurd-
um. They don’t. The claim that sentences’ truth-conditions underdetermine sub-
sentential reference, if supported by showing how particular permutation-based
reinterpretations leave truth-conditions invariant, must depend, for its cogency, on
a continuing grasp of the dilferences between the assignments of reference respect-
ively involved in the various interpretations - a grasp which is to survive the
drawing of Putnam'’s conclusion, and on which the grounds for that conclusion
depend. So the thought may continue to seem impressive; if we understand the
differences, then we can stipulate which interpretation is intended.

The main thing wrong with this objection is. rather, that it misconceives the
point of Putnam’s argument. Il assumes that the argument, like Quine's, is properly
seen as a sceptical one. directed against the determinacy of reference. Now of course,
if that were its project, then the argument had better not proceed in a way which
effectively presupposes determinacy, or employs materials which can be straight-
forwardly exploited so as to ensure it. But that is not Putnam'’s aim. Putnam'’s aim
is to show, rather, that accounting for the determinacy of reference is a problem
specifically for a particular kind of philosophical view. Accordingly — just so long as
his own position is not vulnerable to the same difficulty — there is no reason why he
should not arguc in a way that presupposes detcrminacy. The intended gist of the
permutation argument is merely that whatever secures a determinate reference for
a particular sub-sentential expression, it is not the truth-conditions of the sentences
in which it features. Putnam’s position has to be that if any assumption of deter-
minacy of reference is needed by the argument, it is an assumption which will
eventually prove quite innocent from an internal-realist point of view, Of course,
it's a good question why or whether that is so, and one to which we shall return.™

The second reservation is one some critics misguidedly advanced about the
argument of ‘Models and Reality’; that is. that the model-theoretic results to which
that essay appeals are applicable only to first-order languages.'’ Strictly, this is so.
It suftices to remark, however, that no such concern aboul generality affects the
permutation argument of Reason, Truth and History, Given a permutation of the
referents of the terms and compensating reinterpretation of the predicates of a
language which preserves the truth-conditions - ihat is, the truth-values assigned
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at each possible world — of each of its atomic statements, it is obvious enough that
the truth-conditions not merely of first-order quantifications of those statements
but also of their second-order generalizations, and indeed modalizations, will be
likewise preserved.'

Perhaps more surprising is that the result will also extend to languages contain-
ing intentional operators, in particular expressions of propositional attitude. One
might think that there would be a difficulty here, and that the scope of Putnam’s
argument would consequently have to be restricted. But this is not so. Take the
hardest case; suppose that belief, for instance, is treated as a relation between a
thinker and a proposition, and that any interpretation is required to assign as refer-
ent to a that-clause precisely that proposition which. in view of the assignments
that interpretation makes to its subsentential parts. the clause in question comes to
express. Thus, in Putnam’s’ illustration, 'that a cat is on a mat’ comes to refer. in
(a)-worlds, to the proposition that a cherry is on a tree and, in (c)-worlds, to the
proposition that a cherry is on a quark, whilst keeping its usual reference otherwise
(that is. in (b)-worlds). How might we set about gerrymandering an extension for ‘X
believes that' in order to ensure that ‘X believes that a cat is on a mat’ retains its
actual truth-conditions — is true at just the worlds at which it is actually true —
while the referents of ‘cat’, ‘mat’ and ‘that a cat is on a mat’ vary in accordance with
the permutation in (this extension of) Putnam'’s iflustration?

What is required, naturally, is that 'X believes that a cat is on a mat’ should
express a truth in all and only worlds in which X believes that a cat is on a mat,
Now, since both cases are logically possible, there will be some (a)-worlds in which
X does believe that a cat is on a mat and some in which he does not. We require
accordingly that X stands, in just the former, in whatever relation the perverse
interpretation assigns to ‘believes that’ to the proposition that a cherry is on a tree,
and fails so to stand in just the latter. Clearly. therefore, we cannot leave the
interpretation of ‘believes that’ invariant. For there have Lo be (a)-worlds in which
X does believe that a cat is on a mat but does not believe that a cherry is on a tree,
and in such worlds the truth-value of "X believes that a cat is on a mat’ would
accordingly change under the permutation. Hence our reinterpretation will
have to assign a new relation to 'believes that', But what relation? Whatever the
relation is, it will have to have the feature that of necessity a subject stands in it
to the proposition that a cherry is on a tree just when he believes that a cat is on a
mat. For if this is not a matter of necessity. then again, there will have to be (a)-
worlds in which X does believe that a cat is on a mat, but does not stand in the
relation in question to the proposition that a cherry is on a tree; and once again the
perverse interpretation will get the truth-value of 'X believes that a cat is on a mat’
wrong.

One's first thought is that there may simply be no such relation. But that is not
right. There is, after all, at least the 'Cambridge’ relation, in which a subject stands
to the proposition that a cherry is on a tree just in case he believes that a cat is on
a mat! One might compare this to the relation in which you stand to Mount Rush-
more just in case you have seen a photograph of Snowdon. The crucial point is that
permutation-based interpretation works purely extensionally. From the extensional
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viewpoint, the latter relation has been fully specified just when what its extension
is has been determined; and we have done that. For all and only our readers who
have seen a photograph of Snowdon, the extension is the set of pairs, (You, dear
such reader; Mount Rushmore), Similarly, the new relation which our perverse
interpretation assigns to ‘believes’ will be one which has, at each (a)-world, an
extension including the pair (X; the proposition that a cherry is on a tree) il and only
if that (a)-world is one at which X believes that a cat is on a mat. For (b)-worlds —
where ‘that a cat is on a mat’ is assigned as its relerent the proposition that a cat is
on a mat — no adjustment in the extension of the usual belief-relation is needed (at
least, not in respect of X and the proposition that a cat is on a mat). Finally, at each
{(c)-world — where ‘that a cat is on a mat’ is assigned as its referent the proposition
that a cherry is on a quark — 'believes’ will be assigned an extension which includes
(X: the proposition that a cherry is on a quark} il and only if that (c)-world is one at
which X believes that a cat is on a mat.

This generality in the scope of the permutation argument is very striking. Argu-
ably, however, the main thing one should conclude from it is how little the kind of
‘interpretation’ here in play has to do with real interpretation, as it were — interpre-
tation in any sense which involves the specification of propositional contents which
a thinker might conceivably have in mind. This is, in effect, the area of concern of
a different line of objection — what we shall call the 'dilute truth-conditions’ objec-
tion — to which we now turn. The objection concerns the ability of the permutation
argument, even if this is sound as far as it goes, to deliver a conclusion of the
intended significance. Since the goal of the argument. or so it may seem, ought to
be to show that the reference of a sub-sentential expression is underdetermined by
any features of the meaning of whole sentences containing it, Putnam must implic-
itly take it that he can encapsulate any germane notion of the meaning of a sen-
tence in that of its ‘truth-conditions’. To be sure, talk of ‘truth-conditions’ is, indeed,
a standard philosophical idiom for gesturing at sentences’ content. But Putnam's
argument, the objection claims, works with so dilute a notion of ‘truth-conditions’
that this connection is subverted. Putnam’s notion requires no more of truth-
conditional equivalents than coincidence in their truth-values in all possible worlds
— strict equivalence, in the sense of C, I. Iewis — and strict equivalence is intuitively
quite consistent with manifest differences in semantic structure and content, In
particular, their strict equivalence is insufficient to ensure that a pair of sentences
make the same contribution to the content of sentences which embed them. Merely
to take a pair of strict equivalents which draw on different conceptual resources —
say, ‘A and B are parallel’ and ' Anything perpendicular to A is parallel to something
perpendicular to B' — suffices to open up the possibility of someone who knows one
but not the other. It follows that the truth-conditions, hence the content, of —to stay
with the particular example — ‘X knows that A and B are parallel’ and 'X knows that
anything perpendicular to A is parallel to something perpendicular to B’ also differ,
If we assume that the content of those two sentences is determined compositionally,
there is then no alternative but to view the semantic contributions, and hence the
meanings, of ‘A and B are parallel’ and ‘Anything perpendicular to A is parallel to
something perpendicular to B’ as likewise dilferent. And if there can be more to the
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meaning — specifically, the semantic contribution to larger, embedding contexts —
of a sentence than whatever it shares with its strict equivalents, then the general
thought that the references of sub-sentential expressions may be determined by the
meanings —in that richer sense, whatever it is — of the sentences which feature them
is quite passed over by an argument which shows merely that truth-conditions, in
Putnam’s Lewisian sense, don’t determine sub-sentential reference,

How may Putnam reply to this? He had better not challenge the inadequacy of
strict equivalence to capture certain finer-grained but still intuitive notions of
sameness and difference of sentence-meaning. Rather, what he ought to query is
the stated characterization of the goal of the permutation argument: we should
take the goal of the argument. that is, as that of showing, not that the reference of
sub-sentential expressions is underdetermined by any features of the semantics of
whole sentences containing them, but that sub-sentential reference is underdeter-
mined by any whole-sentence semantical features which can be explained without
prior reliance on specific relations of sub-sentential reference, That the reference of sub-
sentential expressions might yet be recoverable from certain finer-grained seman-
tical properties of sentences containing them — finer-grained than can be captured
by relations of strict equivalence and non-equivalence — is accordingly, Putnam
may charge, in no way inconsistent with his goal. For what goes into the constitu-
tion of such finer-grained semantic properties of a sentence will be, broadly, its
mode of composition and the semantics — including reference — of its sub-sentential
ingredients. Indeed, it is unintelligible how sentences could have such finer-grained
semantic features in the first place unless we simply take for granted a gamut of
relations of reference belween sub-sentential expressions and items in the world. In
short: the reply should be that while there may indeed be finer-grained conceptions
of sentence-meaning than Lewisian strict equivalence, and while the relerence of a
particular sub-sentential expression may be recoverable from the finer-grained
semantics of sentences containing it, this is all back to front from the point of view
of answering Putnam’s challenge. That challenge is to explain wherein the deter-
minacy of sub-sentential relerence is constituted. It is therefore irrelevant to appeal
to semantical features of whole sentences which themselves depend upon the refer-
ence of those sentences’ constituents.

Now, there is a possible misgiving about this reply connected with the question.
mentioned earlier, of the extent of the analogy between Putnam'’s argument and
Quine's ‘Argument from Below’. The points of analogy are that the conclusion of
both Putnam’s and Quine’s arguments may be expressed in the same way, that we
can hold fixed the truth-conditions of a sentence while varying the reference of
semantic constituents within it; and in both cases such constancy of truth-
conditions may be glossed as consisting in the fact that, no matter how the world
actually happens to be, the sentence will retain — after reference-permutation or
Quinean reinterpretation respectively — the same truth-value as that secured for it
by the (presumed) actual reference of'its semantic constituents. However, Putnam'’s
illustration would also seem to point to a potentially important difference. The kind
of reinterpretation illustrated by the cats-and-cherries example sustains continuity
in truth-value only because it is required to be sensitive to what is actually the case:
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for instance, ‘a cal is on a mat’ is true. under the illustrated reinterpretation, in both
type (a)- and type (b)-worlds only because what it says is constrained to vary as a
[unction ol which, if cither, of those types the actual world belongs to. By contrast,
any of Quine’s alternative translation schemes {or ‘gavagai’ (see section 3 of Chapler
[ 6, THE INDETERMINACY OF TRANSLATION) will construc what the sentence says in a
uniform manner. no maiter what the actual world is like. In shori. you cannot tell,
under Putnam's assignment of relerence, what "a cat is on a mat’ says unless you
know how relevant matters stand in the world, But no such knowledge is needed to
know the impact on "gavagai’ of any particular one ol Quine’s schemes. What
follows is that for Putnam. but not for Quine, an additional distance would seem to
be opened between preservation of truth-conditions and preservation of content:
precisely, "a cat is on a mat’ retains its actual truth-conditions under the illustrated
permutation — that is, has the truth-value it would actually have no matter which
of the three types of world the actual world belongs to — only because what it says
is made to change depending on which type of world that is, And while it may be
acceptable for the argument to ignore differences in truth-conditions which can
only be specified by presupposing diflcrences in — and hence determinacy of — sub-
sentential reference, it is still vital that the notion of ‘truth-conditions' which it
employs be as strong as possible consistently with that limitation. Yet the notion of
sameness of truth-conditions at work in the permutation argument would seem to
have even less connection with sameness of meaning than strict ecquivalence.

This development of the dilute truth-conditions objection probably ought to be
open to just the same counter as the original objection. Suppose the objection is
right that there is a perlectly good sense in which the effect of a Putnamian — in
contrast to a Quinean — reinterpretation will be to have the content of a sentence
vary as a function ol what is actually true. The crucial question. however, is wheth-
cr this variation in content could be appreciated from a standpoint which takes
nothing for granted about sub-sentential relerence, but is apprised only of independ-
ently appreciable semantic properties of whole sentences. What can be known about
the semantics ol a sentence by someone who knows nothing about the reference of
its constituents? Could such a subject know more than its Putnamian truth-
conditions, in which possible worlds it would be true and in which false? If not, then
the claimed disanalogy between Quine and Putnam would not matter; the permu-
tation argument would still be working with the strongest relevant notion of
truth-conditions, Now there are, of course. things other than its Putnamian
truth-conditions which someone can know about the semantics of a sentence who
does not yet know anything about the reference of its constituents. In parlticular,
there are all the things that are allowed to be available as data for a radical inter-
preter. Thus it is open to somecone who does not yet know the reference of the
constituents of 'a cat is on a mat’ to observe its use, and to note in particular what
appear to be its conditions of warranted assent. What he will observe if ‘cat’ refers
to cats and ‘'mat’ to mats is that the circumstances which prompt assent will tend to
be those in which some cat is on some mat in a fashion salient to the assentor. But
then. as may seem obvious — indeed, the whole point of Putnam’s trick — the same
pattern will still be expectable if ‘cat’ and 'mat’ are assigned reference as in his
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illustration. For suppose that is so and you are asked to assent to or dissent from ‘a
catis on a mat'. Isn't it still true that you have only to consider whether you have
reason to believe that a cat is on a mat? For if you do, then in both cases — when a
cherry is on a tree (in which case that is what the sentence will say) and when none
is (in which case it will say that a cat is on a mat) — you will have reason to think
that 'a cat is on a mat’ is true. So. of course. your observable pattern of assent will
be the same.

Prima facie, then, the additional dilution would not matter in any case. However
the decisive point is that. as the proofs in the Appendix to this chapter make clear,
its apparently additional difution of the notion of truth-conditions is actually an
artefact of a dispensable — and it has to be said, misleading — feature of Putnam’s
illustration. There is no need for a permutation-based reinterpretation to ‘kink’ the
assignments of reference after the fashion of the cats-and-cherries example. To be
clear about this, consider a specific domain of objects. I, and, for simplicity’s sake,
restrict attention to all possible worlds involving just those objects and no others.
Suppose we have a language, L, fitted to talk about the elements of D and to ascribe
a given range of simple properties of them. A permutation of such a domain is
simply a one-to-one mapping of D onto itself in such a way that no object need be
correlated with itself: and the reinterpretation of the terms and (1-place) predicates
of L associated with such a permutation docs no more than have each term of I.
refer to the object onto which the permutation takes its actual referent, and have
each predicate of I. take as its new extension the set whose members are cxactly the
objects onto which the permutation takes the objects in its actual extension. Clear-
ly. no matter what the actual extension of a predicate may be. the actual referent ol
aterm will be a member of it only ifits correlate under the permutation is a member
of the set assigned Lo that predicate under the permutation-based reinterpretation.
Although certain complications have to be finessed to take account of variation on
the domains associated with different possible worlds, and of more complex predi-
cates, this simple train of thought captures the essence of the permutation argu-
ment. And it points directly to a uniform reinterpretation of each sentence ‘Fa’ of L
which is guaranteed Lo preserve its truth-value in any possible world, Where pis the
permutation in qucstion. that reinterpretation will read along the lines of ‘the p-
correlate of a is a member of the set of p-correlates of Ts'.

We conclude that Putnam has the resources 1o handle the dilute truth-
conditions objeclion. But there is a related and fundamental worry still outstand-
ing. The immediate effect of the permutation argument is that truth-conditions in.
as we have seen, a somewhat technical sense underdetermine sub-sentential refer-
ence. And this result. we have stressed, is not to Putnam's purpose unless it bears
interpretation as showing that all aspects of the use of a sentence that might be
observed without presupposition about the reference of its constituents underdeter-
mine what that reference may be, Now Putnam himself repeatedly expresses his
finding as being that reference is underdetermined by both obscrvational and the-
oretical considerations.'” That is a very strong claim. It is tantamount to claiming
not merely that alternative assignments of sub-sentential reference are consistent
with all possible uses of a sentence, but that there will be nothing to choose between
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them even when one takes account of all constraints, beyond empirical adequacy,
which condition the construction of semantic theory. This has manifestly not been
shown. It hardly seems likely. for instance, that, when all theoretical constraints on
interpretation have been reckoned with. there still will be nothing to choose be-
tween interpreting speakers as expressing thoughts of the form: object a is F, and
interpreting them as expressing thoughts of the form: the p-correlate — for some
permutation, p, of the domain — of a is a member of the set of p-correlates of Fsl (For
more on relevant such wider interpretational constraints, see Chapter 16, THE INDF-
TERMINACY OF TRANSLATION, seclion 5.) In order for the permutation argument to
succeed in showing that best interpretation of the use of whole sentences always
has a variety of schemes of sub-sentential reference to select from. we have to be
shown how to find alternative extensionally coincident thoughts to correspond to such
monstrosities about p-correlates and sets of p-correlates — alternatives which it is as
plausible, in the light of all relevant theoretical constraints, to interpret a subject as
expressing by ‘Fa’ as the simple thought that a is F; and we have to be shown how
to do thisin a systematic way, right across the language. In short, to make good the
suggestion that whole-sentence use underdetermines sub-sentential reference, per-
mutation-based reinterpretations have to be shown to be, by all relevant con-
straints, as good — or anyway to facilitate reinterpretations which are as good —as
standard interpretations. The results about permutation, by themselves, are power-
less to show that is so.'®

4%

We turn now to Putnam’s argument that the intentional states of speakers are
insufficient Lo determine the reference of their words. The argument, as we saw,
proceeds by dilemma: if intentional states are conceived as ‘pure’ — so that, for
instance, speakers both on Earth and Twin Earth can express the very same belief
by ‘Water is wet' —then reference may vary even though intcntional states remain
the same. If. on the other hand, intentional states are taken to be impure, so that the
content of the belief that 'Water is wet’ will be a function of the actual environment
ofits holders, then beliefs are now individuated by the actual references of the terms
that occur in their expression, and thus presuppose, rather than constitute, such
(acts.

One cause for concern is whether the considerations offered in support of the first
horn of Putnam’s pure/impure dilemma can be made to cohere with what. later in
the argument, he will want to say about the insufficicncy of the sort of naturalistic
conception of reference to which some — Hartry Field is an actual case'® — may be
tempted in response to Putnam’s overall argument. To appreciate, after all, how
reference may vary across environments in which the pure mental states of sub-
jects remain the same, one has to have some conception of how reference function-
ally depends on environmental factors. But il such a conception is in place, then
won't it constitute at least the beginnings of an account, independently of any play
with speakers’ mental states or the truth-conditions of sentences, of what it is that
does determine reference? — precisely the kind of account which, according to the
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third stage of Pultnam'’s argument, cannot be given. Unquestionably there is a fair
interpretative question here. The externalism about content which the first horn of
the dilemma employs is a long-term theme in Putnam's writing; yet the metaphysi-
cal realist is apparently to be denied access to this element in Putnam's own
philosophy in his attempt to respond to Putnam’s challenge. However, we are
entitled to proceed without pursuing that question by the consideration that this
part of Putnam’s argument in any case has no need to proceed in terms of the pure/
impure dilemma.”” A much simpler reflection will suffice. In order for spcakers’
intentional states, of whatever sorl. to serve to establish the references of linguistic
expressions, it has to be the case that the objects assigned to those expressions as
their referents are already given as objects of thought. It is only as thought about — as
referred to in thought — that we can fix, or understand, what it is for a particular
object to be the referent of a particular symbol. But the constitutive question being
put to the mctaphysical realist arises no less for thought than for language.
The challenge is to give an explanation of what it is for our thoughts to be of
certain objects, rather than others. in the first place. The fact is, accordingly,
that there never was any real option of the kind which the pure/impure dilemma
is supposed to address. Intentional states cannot constitute reference, That our
intentional states already have reference is (an aspect of) the problem, not its
sofution.

\4

Il the first two stages of Putnam’s argument were to succeed, then the situation
would be that no satisfactory constitutive account ol reference can proceed in terms
of facts concerning our intentional states, or facts about the truth-values, or even
truth-conditions, of complete sentences or thoughts. To a metaphysical realist who
is also a materialist, however, such conclusions would likely be entirely congenial,
merely serving to underline the need for a quite different account of reference in
broadly naturalistic terms. That it would be quite mistaken to think that any such
account could meet metaphysical realism’s needs is the burden of the third compo-
nent of Putnam'’s argument.

This comprises. in fact, several distinguishable lines of attack: some of them are
directed specifically at the idea that rcference can be fixed by causal connections,
but others aspire to greater generality, purporting to establish that there can be no
‘reductive’ explanation of reference in naturalistic terms or. more generally still,
that once it is allowed that neither intentional states nor truth-conditions can form
the basis of an explanation of how reference can be delerminate, it can be seen that
nothing else can do so either. The concern of this section will be with the most
general — and most notorious — such line of all.

Putnam writes:

Suppose there is a possible naturalistic or physicalistic definition ol reference. as Field
contends. Suppose

{1y xreferstoyiland only il x bears Rto y
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is truc. where R is a relation definable in natural science vocabulary without using
any semantical notions . . . If (1) is truc and empirically verifiable, then (1} is a sen-
tence which is itsell true even on the theory that reference is fixed as far as (and only
as [ar as) it is determined by operational plus theoretical constraints. . . .

If reference is only determined by operational and theoretical constraints, how-
ever, then the reference of "x bears R {o y’ is itself indeterminate, and so knowing that
(1) is true will not help.”

Knowing that all instances of (1) are true won't help, Putnam thinks, because, by
the permutation argument, they will remain true — and, indeed, will have the same
truth-values in all possible worlds — when ‘R’ is taken instead to stand for a quite
different relation R*. In fact, there are as many such alternatives R* as there are
permutations of the universe of discourse, So supposing reference to be R has no
more explanatory meril than supposing it to be R*. Hence it is merely an illusion
that a unique reference relation has been singled out.

This move — of holding any atlempted naturalistic characlerization of reference
to be 'just more theory'. hostage to permutative reinterpretation — is one that
Putnam repealedly makes in the closing stage of his various attacks on metaphysi-
cal realism.”” Il allowable. it is ol course decisive — for it will be available against any
specific constraint the metaphysical realist may propose, regardless of its precise
content, just so long as the constraint is lormulated in a language to which the
permutation argument applies.>’ The obvious and crucial issue is: is the move [air,
or foul?

Well: it is foul. lor a reason first stressed by David Lewis.”* There is a distinction
to be made between, on the one hand, an interpretation's modelling a proposed
constrainl — making a statement of the constraint come out true —and on the other, the
interpretation's actually conforining to that constraint. The ‘just more theory” gambit
seems simply to miss this crucial distinction, taking the former for the latter.

To claborate a little: Let C be some proposed (naturalistic) constraint on refer-
ence generadlly, L a language. S a sentence of L expressing C and [ an interpretation
of .. Supposc that I does indced induce the value true on S. It might seecm that I must
conform to C; for S expresses C, after all, so thatl if  makes § come out true, isn’t that
just the same thing as I's conforming to C? Well obviously, not at all: we have no
right to assume that, whatever interpretation of I, is in play, S will (still) express C.
Suppose, schematically, that § has the form:

VxVyVz (speaker(x) & expression(y) & object{z)) — (x refers 1o zby y — R(x.y,%))

One thing that may vary under different interpretations of L is, naturally. the
relation assigned Lo ‘R, We may not take S as expressing C tout court — some
interpretations will have S expressing C, others won't, An interpretation } under
which S fails Lo express C may still make S come oul true. And il we arc able to
express C in some other language L*, with resources sufficient to discuss the seman-
tics of L. we may be in position to statc — and it can be true — that while S is a
sentence of L true under J. ] does not conform to C.
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A supporter of Putnam might reply that this will be a situation we can recognize
as obtaining, and to which we can give expression, if, but only if, we can fall back on
some other language 1.*, the reference of whose expressions can be assumed Lo be
(sufficiently) determinate — in particular. there will have to be a sentence of L* by
means of which we can give detcrminate cxpression to the intended constraint C.
And it is precisely at this point, it may be alleged, that the metaphysical realist runs
into 'just more theory’ trouble. For his predicament is that any language, L* no less
than L, will raise just the same problem about determinacy of reference. He can't
just assume a more inclusive but referentially determinate L* in which it may be
asserted that whilst the sentence S docs indeed come out true on a whole host of
interpretations (of L), all but a few of these are ones under which § fails to express
the proposed constraint, to which they. lurthermore, fail to conform. And ilhe can’t
simply assume that he can convey this thought in words. he cannot assume that he
can think it either.”> The upshot is. the supporter may claim. that while there is
indeced a distinction ofthe sort Lewis proposes, the metaphysical realist cannot avail
himself of it in the situation which mattlers. when any metalanguage, no less than
the language with which we are originally concerned, gives rise to just the same
difficulty.

But if this is the best reply that can be made, Lewis is right to cry 'Foul!” Just
consider the dialectical situation, ''he metaphysical realist — Field or Devitt. for
example — takes up the challenge to say what constitutes detcrminate relations of
reference. only to find that no sooner has he opened his mouth than Putnam gags
him with the complaint that he has no right to assume any of his words to be
determinate in rclerence, The resulting situation is therelore really no dilferent
from that generated by the boring and jejune variely of meaning-scepticism which
challenges an opponent to explain how meaningful discourse is possible, but won’t
countenance attempted answers because to presume them meaningful is to beg the
question against it. Obviously the metaphysical realist has to be presumed capable
of contentful — so. determinately referential — speech if he is to respond to Putnam’s
challenge, or indeed to any challenge at all. The onus legitimately placed upon him
is not to demonstrate that delerminale reference is possible. but to provide a consti-
tutive account which explains how determinate reference works. Accordingly, he is
perfectly within his rights to assume, at least pro tem. a metalanguage in which a
determinate account of the putative mechanics can in principle be given.

VI

If the ‘just more theory' move is illicit, that need still be no very serious matter for
the overall argument provided there are good independent reasons for doubting
that any naturalistic reduction of reference can be provided. Putnam has assembled
in dilferent places a variety ol more specific arguments to this conclusion, of — so it
seems to us — somewhat dilfering levels of cogency. We shall briefly review two lines
in particular.

The first occurs in ‘Model-theory and the “Factuality” of Semantics' (1989). The
form of naturalistic proposal Putnam there envisages is familiar from such natural
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scientific identifications as those of water with H,O or of heat with mean kinetic
energy of molecules. By identifying heat with mean molecular energy of motion, we
accomplish what seems to be the best available explanation of empirically attested
correlations involving variations in the temperature and pressure of a mass of gas
whose volume is kept constant and so forth, and take this to sanction the identifica-
tion. Might it not be, likewise, that by identifying the relation of reference with a
certain physical relation, R, holding between tokenings of cxpressions and the
worldly items to which they refer, we may achieve the best explanation of certain
aspects of our use of those expressions? That is, why should ordinary scientific
methodology not turn out to provide the same kind of case for identification of
reference with R as for the identification of water with H,0, or heat with mean
molecular motion?**

Putnam’s objection® is that any such proposal, grounded upon explanatory
virtue, is viciously circular. Here is a key passage:

One difticulty . . . is that this [proposal] uses the notion of truth. Our problem . . . was
to explain how a particular reference relation — and that means, also, a particular
extension {or the notion of truth — gets attached to our words. To say that what does
the attaching Is the fact that certain sentences . . . are true, . . . is Hagrantly circular.
'The problem, of course, is that what the semantic physicalist is trying to do is reduce
intentional notions to physicalist ones, and this program requires that he not employ
any intentional notions in the reduction. But explanation is a Ragrantly intentional
notion.*

We can discount what may seem to be the principal complaint in this passage. The
general shape of the type of proposal mooted is that it is because a certain physicali-
stically specifiable relation R holds between our words and their referents that those
words do in fact have those referents. It is, therefore, simply a misrepresentation to
treat the proposal as asserting that the fact that certain sentences are true is what
explains why our words refer as they do. That is, it seems quite gratuitous to impute
to the physicalist the contention that what "does the attaching’ is the fact that a
certain sentence (saying that our words bear R to some object) is true, rather than
(simply) the lact which that sentence purports to state. This indifference to the
distinction between object- and metalinguistic claims merely invites repetition of
the main complaint already levelled at the *just more theory” move.

The point about explanation made in the second half of the passage may seem
more telling: if the semantic physicalist is in the business of giving a reductive
account of reference in particular, and intentional notions in general, how can it be
permissible to deploy intentional notions in so doing? But this too seems to us of
doubtful force. Maybe the question would be appropriate if what was at issue was
the standard type of analytic or conceptual reduction, a purported analysis of neces-
sary and sufficient conditions of application. But the mooted form of proposal actu-
ally seeks an a posteriori reduction. It is anything but clear that all use of the notion
of explanation must be eschewed, if the aim is that of saying what naturalistic
relation between words and things in fact underpins reference — if what'’s on offer is
a theoretical identification of reference with R. of the same general character as the
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identification of heat with mean molecular motion.*’ All it seems to be legitimate to
impose, by way of a general constraint, is rather that if use is made of an intentional
notion in a statement which is part of a programme of physicalistic reductions of
intentional notions generally, that use must be of a kind ultimately amenable to
that form of reduction. It would be necessary to look at the details to see whether a
particular physicalistic construal of reference, or explanation, violated this rather
vague constraint. In any case, the constraints on legitimate a posteriori identifica-
tion of properties and relations still remain to be clearly worked out.

Putnam is on much stronger ground. however, if it may be assumed that the
naturalist proposal must ultimately identify reference with some specific form of
causal relationship between the item or items that stand as the reference of a term
and token uses of that term. Putnam himself, of course, has been prominent among
those who have emphasized. as against the once orthodox Fregean conception of
the matter, the role of causality in the determination of reference in a wide class of
cases. But he warns us that neither his own proposal, nor Kripke's similar idea,
were intended to explain from a standing start, as it were, how determinate refer-
ence is constituted; clearly they could not do so, since both pictures simply assume
from the outset that individuals can be “singled out for the purpose of a “naming
ceremony” *, and say nothing about how that might be done ab initio.>”

Putnam has expressed various doubts about the viability of a reductive causal
theory of reference. As he stresses, it will normally be the case that very many of the
objects and events that figure in the causal ancestry of a particular utterance of an
expression will not be what it refers to. Further. a term's or predicate’s reference
may be to, or may include. things with which it is not causally linked — items
existing only in the future, for instance. are presumably available to be referred to
but as yet sustain no causal relations,’’ Part of the problem for the causal theorist,
then, is to single out the right causal relationship. Putnam is sceptical that this can
be done in purely naturalistic terms without falling back on intentional notions. As
against Evans’s version ol a causal theory. for example, according to which, rough-
ly, a term refers to the dominant source of our beliefs involving it, he justly observes
that the dominant source of our beliefs about electrons, say. may well be physics
textbooks, rather than electrons themselves,**

Obviously these considerations are not conclusive, To the difficulty about future
things. for example, it may be replied that in cases where the term introduced is
general (perhaps a natural-kind term) it is to be understood that its extensjon
comprises the causally connected samples and all other things of the same kind.”’ In
general, causal theorists will surely agree that work is needed to characterize the
appropriate kind of causal link — but why suppose the project 1o be hopeless?

Well, we suspect the project is hopeless. The core difficulty is to restrict, without
ineliminable play with antecedent assumptions about its reference, the utterly
disorderly mess of items that are apt to elicit tokenings of any given expression. In
his Gilford Lectures** Putnam discusses probably the most sophisticated attempt to
date to accomplish this: the proposal ol Jerry Fodor®’ that the extension of a term
comprises the smallest class of items which as a matter of natural law cause token-
ings of the term, and whose doing so asymmetrically explains all other tokenings of
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the term. For example. both horses and pictures of horses are apt to causc tokenings
of ‘horse'; but Fodor's intuition is that horses are the basic cause and therefore
qualify as the reference, since it is only because horses cause tokenings of 'horse’
that pictures of horses do.

Against this, it may be objected that there really is no clear priority as between 'If
horses did not cause tokenings of “horse”. neither would pictures of horses’ and ‘If
pictures of horses did not cause tokenings of “horse”, neither would horses’. Rather,
what seems to be true is that it is because "horse’ refers to horses that both horses and
pictures of horses — and thoughts of horses, and cows in a darkened field, etc., etc.
- elicil, ceteris paribus. tokenings of “horse’l In the jargon of possible worlds. the
closest worlds in which pictures of horses do not cause tokenings of "horsc’ are
worlds in which horses don't cither.’® (For a (uller discussion of difficulties with
semantic naturalism. see Chapter 5. 'A GUIDE T0 NATURALIZING SEMANTICS )

VII

Let us try (o take stock. First, to summarize the situation of the three sub-arguments
of Reason. Truth and History. That the metaphysical realist has no option of explicat-
ing reference in terms of intentional states we take to be clear. However, the claim
of the permutation argument to have shown that refcrence is underdetermined by
features of the usc of whole sentences is, as we saw, open to question. Moreover, the
‘just more theory’ move is a foul. and some of Putnam’s own specific criticisms of
causalist/naturalist proposals about reference are less than conclusive. However,
to observe that the permutation argument as it stands is inconclusive [or Putnam'’s
purpose is one thing; but to make the kind of positive. constructive case for the
determination of reference by whole-sentence semantics which. if such was her
strategy. the metaphysical realist would need, is quite another, It is no clearer how
such a case might in detail be made. Moreover, if that is not to be the strategy. then
a causal account of reference - broadly construed — is the only remuining avenue to
explore, yet the literature justifies nothing but pessimism about reconstructibility of
semantic notions in non-intentional, causal terms. Puinam, then, may not have
strictly proved all of his three lemmas. But he has done enough to issue a very
pointed challenge, and one to which it is by no means clear that the metaphysical
realist can satisfactorily respond.

Second. it merits emphasis that Putnam'’s considerations, even if conclusive,
would provide no argument for the indeterminacy of reference as such: rather,
what they would establish is that if referential relations had to be conslituted in a
certain kind of way — in the truth-conditions of sentences. {or instance, or in causal
connections — then reference would be indeterminate, The proper conclusion would
be merely that a constitutive account of reference, of what makes it the case that a
particular term, thought or spoken, stands for a particular object or kind, cannot
proceed along any of ihe three lines reviewed. If those lines indeed exhaust the
possibilities, then a case would have been made that there can be no fully explicit,
reductive account at all of what constitutes the reference of a symbol Lo any
particular item or range of items — at least, none which does not take for granted the
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determinacy of reference of our thoughts as a background. ‘Aboutness’ would have
to be conceived as primitive.’”

Such a finding would no doubt be of great interest. But it will have been
achieved, if it can be achieved. in a way that has no evident selective bearing on the
status of metaphysical realism. The argument, if it can be made good, will be an
argument for everybody. Moreover, notions which promise to admit of no reductive
account are anyway ten a penny. So the questions remain: why see in the situation
a (potential) problem to do with reference? And why, if so, a problem distinctively for
metaphysical realism? The crucial task for a would-be sympathetic interpreter of
Putnam is to provide convincing answers to these questions. How might such
answers run?

To lack a constitutive account —and all prospect of a constitutive account — of a
certain kind of subject matter is not, except in special circumstances, to have a
reason to distrust its reality. That Putnam himself intends no scepticism about
reference is abundantly clear from his willingness to allow that we can perfectly
legitimately and fully adequately specify what "cat’, for instance, refers to: its refer-
ence is to cats (and therefore not to cherrics, or to the p-correlates of cats under some
permutation, p)l More generally, if it is granted that the language in which we are
to state the reference of a term is an extension of the language to which that term
belongs, then a homophonic formulation is a perfectly adequate response (o some-
one who challenges us to individuate the reference of that term. If. however, that
assumption is not granted — that is, if object- and metalanguage are distinct and
the challenge is to justify the assignment of one scheme of reference to the terms of
the object language, rather than to a permutation of it — then there are perfectly
ordinary canons of interpretation to justily a preference. for example, for the assign-
ment of cats to be the ¢xtension of ‘chat’ in French, rather than cats* — that is,
cherries in a world in which cats are on mats and cherries are on trees, These
will be canons which have to do, for instance, with the salience of cats in many of
the situations which provoke ‘chat’-talk among the French and a corresponding
salient absence, for the most part, of cherries, That there are correct and incorrect
things to say about what expressionsrefer to is enough for there to be truths — at least
on the conception of truth favoured by the internal realist — about reference.

This is the key to the question of the selective bearing of the argument. What,
precisely. might be put in doubt by the kinds of consideration reviewed is the
existence of truths about reference in a more substantial sense of ‘truth’, a concept of
truth whose applicability to claims of a certain kind requires, beyond the unim-
peachability of those claims in the light of the ordinary discipline that informs their
use, some form of robust fit between them and the world. For it is nol enough for
metaphysical realism merely that there be facts about what the expressions of our
language refer Lo; these facts must be facts as metaphysical realism is wont to
conceive all facts, facts no less sublime than ~ since constituted by relations to — the
sublimated objects and properties which make up the metaphysical realist's world.
There is accordingly no question of resting content with the sort of deflated account
of them which is all that is provided by the homophonic platitudes and routine
methodology of interpretation for which the internalist about truth may settle.
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The metaphysical realist, then, owes a perspective on the nature of relations of
reference which allows them to stand behind the routine interpretative methodol-
ogy and which, indeed, explains its adequacy — explains how it is indeed a way of
‘getting onto’ or ‘tracking’ these independently constituted relations: a perspective
which allows us to construe the truth of ascriptions of reference along robust
correspondence lines, and which generally finds a place for such relations in the
world as metaphysical realism conceives it. And there is, if Putnam’s argument can
succeed, no such perspective possible, because there is then nothing to be said
about what reference is. "

In brief. then, we have a rich and complex argument to the conclusion that
reference admits of no reductive account, coupled with the claim that metaphysical
realism — but not internal realism — is saddled with a world-view that cannot be
properly understood unless such an account can, per impossibile, be given, The
crucial difference is entirely one of explanatory obligation. For metaphysical real-
ism, reference is a matter of relations between robustly distinct existences, items of
language and thought on the one side, and items in a stubbornly alien world on the
other; and this conception, Putnam's driving idea has it, entrains a commitment to
the possibility of some sort of external perspective on the nature and constitution of
this relationship — exactly what, if his argument succeeds in detail. cannot be
delivered. So the metaphysical realist must, in the end, be driven to obscurantism:
a conviction in the reality of relations constituted, he knows nol how, between his
thought and a world wholly alien to it.”

VIII

Why does internal realism incur no parallel obligation? Can the mere currency of
standards ol correctness for claims about reference really ensure that no issue
arises? It is one thing to get a sense ol Putnam’s thought on this point; another to
determine whether it is really convincing, The key idea seems to be that, as Putnam
repeatedly expresses it, 'there is no ready-made world': that the division of the
world into particular objects and kinds of thing is somehow coeval with. rather
than merely reflected by, the divisions among our concepts and the expressions
lor them. If the kind picked out by a term of ours is thought of as originally con-
stituted quite independently of the use of that term and the conceptual resources
associated with it, then the question has to arise: what attaches the term on to just
that kind, as opposed to another? That is the question which metaphysical realism
is charged to answer. 1f. by contrast, the kind is regarded as in some way having no
being independently of our deployment of those very conceptual resources, then
there is no real linkage to explain, any more than it wants an explanation, how the
patterns on a slide manage to be congruent with the images it casts upon a blank
screen,

This kind of simile is convincing enough in its way. The difficulty is to give it
substance in the case that matters — to see what the idea that human conceptual
activity ‘slices up' the world really comes to." But perhaps on reflcction there is
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room to repudiate the metaphysically realist conception of a ‘hooking’ of language
onto a sortally predeterminate world without recourse, natural though it may be,
to opposing constructivist metaphors,* The crucial point is that, unless the unity of
arange of items is in some way fixed in advance of the institution of using a term of
which they are the reflerence, there is no non-trivial question what makes for the
connection between that term and that range: the range of items in question just
constitutionally is that for which the term in question stands.

That leaves the metaphysical realist the options of faulting the detail of the stages
of the argument, or living with its conclusion: that to conceive of the world in a
certain kind of robustly autonomous fashion is to consign the relation between the
vehicles of our thought and the taxonomy of the world to unaccountability.
Putnam elfectively ridicules such an upshot. But ridicule, it may be countered, is no
substitute for argument. Any broad philosophical system will have its primitive
notions and theses. Further argument may be demanded as to why metaphysical
realism may not legitimately go primitive at the interface betwecn language and
the world. That is what it must do if intentionality — 'aboutness’ — is indeed irreduc-
ible, as in effect the three ingredients of Putnam’s argument combine (il they are
sound) to show. To be sure, no aspirant Lo a purely physicalist version of metaphysi-
cal realism could rest content with primitively intentional relations of aboutness.
And Putnam may be right to say that ‘materialism is the only metaphysical picture
that has contemporary “clout”. Metaphysics, or the enterprise of describing the
“furniture of the world” . . . has been rejected by many analytic philosophers . . .
Today, apart from relics, it is only materialists (or “physicalists”, as they like to call
themselves) who continue the traditional enterprise’.*’ But it remains to be con-
vincingly explained why ‘the only sort of metaphysical realism that our time can
take seriously’*’ should be a thorough-going physicalism, or why irreducible inten-
tionality should be especially uncomfortable for one of metaphysically realist
predilection.

We end with one final reservation about the scope of the argument. If the inter-
pretation offered is sound, then it can engage only a realist who accepts the autono-
my of the division of the world into objects and kinds. So far as we can see, it must
therefore fail to touch an intermediate. apparently coherent combination of views:
the combination which yokes rejection of the idea that there is a ‘pre-sliced’, ‘ready-
made world’ — that the world divides into kinds of thing. stuff and so on quile
independently of our efforts to devise a conceptual scheme in terms of which it may
be best described and understood — with acceptance ol an evidentially uncon-
strained conception ol truth, that is, with realism in the sense Dummeit has made
familiar (see Chapter 12, REALISM AND ITS OPPOSITIONS). Putnam has sometimes written
as if the latter form ol realism must fall to his argument. If we are right, that can be
so only if a Dumettian, realist conception of truth must in the end consist in the kind
of robust correspondence conception which is the essence of metaphysical realism
as Putnam conceives il. However, it is one thing to accept that questions about
what words refer to make sense, and have determinate answers, only within a
conceptual scheme (so that the words cannot be thought of as having reference to
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an antecedently determinate world of objects and kinds), and another to claim that
we cannot combine those words into statements which may, in principle. possess
determinate but undetectable truth-values. If the latter is a consequence of the
former, further argument is needed to show it.***’

Appendix: permutation results

In his Appendix to Reason, Truth and History, Putnam shows how to prove a rela-
tively strong permutation result to the effect that, given an interpretation I of a
(first-order) language L, we can construct another (‘unintended') interpretation |
which preserves the truth-conditions of all the sentences of L (in his sense, under
which sentences have the same truth-condition if they have the same truth-
value at all possible worlds), whilst varying the extensions of terms and predicates.
Here, we first prove a more basic. weaker result (to the effect that, given an inter-
pretation of a first-order language, we can always construct an alternative ‘unin-
tended’ interpretation which coincides with the given interpretation over the
truth-values ol all the sentences, while varying the extensions of terms and predi-
cales). We then indicate how the method of prool (which dilfers somewhat from
that employed by Putnam) may be extended to obtain, first, a result essentially the
same as Putnam'’s and then some stronger results, for second-order languages and
for languages with modal operators,

Weak permutation

For this, we work with a first-order language L. with logical constants: —, A, 3;
terms. comprising individual constants a. b, c. .. . and variables x, y. z. .. . : and
predicate constanis F, G, H, .. .. The atomic sentences are just the strings
Ft,, . ... t,. consisting of an n-place Ffollowed by n occurrences of individual terms.
If A.B are sentences, so are —~A. A A B and 3xA(x), where xis any variable and A(x)
comes from some sentence A by replacing one or more occurrences of some one
individual constant by occurrences ol x.

An interpretation I of L consists of a non-empty domain D with assignments of
clements of D as denotations of the individual terms and of sets of ordered n-tuples
of elements of D, for appropriate choices ol n, as extensions of the n-place predicates.
Thus to each 1-place predicate, I assigns as extension a subset of D — intuitively, the
set ol elements of D having the property for which, under I, that predicate is take to
stand: 1o each 2-place predicate, 1 assigns a set of ordered pairs of elements of D —
intuitively, the pairs of elements of D the first of which bears to the second the
relation for which, under [, that predicate stands, and so on. ‘I{A) = 1" denotes that
Ais true under 1. and is defined as follows:

IR ...t =1 il (It,) ... I(t,)) e KF)

(-—1B) = 1 if IB)21

I(BAC) = il I(B)=I(C) =

[(IxB(x)) = l iff there is an interpretation I° which dilfers from I at

most in its assignment to x, such that [ (B(x)) = 1
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Theorem 1 (weak permutation)
Let [ be any interpretation with domain D, and ¢ be any permutation of1). Let 1*
be any interpretation with the same domain D such that, for everyv term t, I*(t) =
o(l(t)). and for every n-place F. IF) = {(d,,....dn} | (67'(d).....0 'd,)) e
(F)}. Then for any A, I{A) = 1| & THA) =1

Strictly. for the purposes of Putnam-type arguments, we nced only establish that for
given I, D and ¢, there is at lcast one interpretation meeting the specified conditions
on I* for which the theorem's consequent holds. However, the proof can proceed
more smoothly for the theorem as stated. It is obvious that there are (non-trivial)
interpretations meeting the antecedent conditions,

Proof is by induction on the degree of A, as measured by the number of logical
operators occurring in it. So the induction hypothesis (IH) is that the theorem holds
for all wlis of degree <A, and on this hypothesis it is to be proved that the theorem
holds for A. More fully stated, TH is:

IfI' and I are any interpretations with the same domdin such that for cach term
t, I t) ¢(I (t)) and for any n-place F, I*(F) = {{d,,....d,) | (¢"'(d,)..
¢~'(d,)) € I'(F)}. then for any B ol degree <A I B) =1 1'(B) =

Ais atomic i.e.Ft,...t, for some n.

I*Ft,...t) =1 T (It . T¥(E) € THE)
iff (oLt . .. o(It, ))>e1*
iff <¢"(¢(Itn L0 (@It 1))y € I(F)
i (It,) .. I(t“)el
ifl l(Ft,...tn)=]

Induction step for 3
Suppose I(IxB(x)) = 1. Then for some I° differing from I in at most its assignment
to x. [°(B(x)) = 1. Let [" be the same as I* except possibly over its assignment to
x, where I*(x) = ¢(I°(x)). It is easily verified that [° and I* meet the conditions on
1' and I? in the induction hypothesis. which then yields that 17(B(x)) = 1. Hence
[*(IxB(x)) = 1. The steps are obviously reversible,
Other cases for induction are straightforward, 1

Theorem 1 ensures that given any assignment of truth-values to the sentences of I.
induced by an interpretation I. there will be a quite dilferent interpretation 1* of L
based on a permutation of I's domain, which induces all the same truth-values on
L's sentences. but makes quile different assignments to the names and predicates of
the language.

Strong permutation

A stronger permutation result will be that given an interpretation I of I,, we can get
a different interpretation I* that departs from [ over its assignments (o names and
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predicates, whilst giving L's sentences the same truth-conditions (in the Putnam
sense — the sentences of L coincide in truth-value not just at the actual world, but
at every possible world, under the two interpretations). To state and prove this
stronger result, we need some preliminary stage-setting:

By a world structure we mean a triple (D.W,o), where D and W are non-empty sets
(intuitively, think of W as the set of all possible worlds, of D as a very inclusive set
of objects. containing each object which exists at any of the worlds in W), and o is
a function from W into the non-empty subsets of D (i.e. ¢ assigns a non-empty
subset of objects to each world*")

Interpretations I are now assignments as follows: for each i and j, I assigns to the
term t; an clement of the domain of w; as its denotation relative to that world, i.e.
f{1,.w;) € o(w,). And to each n-place F, I assigns, relative to each world w;. a set of
ordered n-tuples from the domain of w;, i.e. [(F,w;) < (a(w)))".

Truth under I is now of course a relation between sentences of L and worlds, defined
thus:

Atoms I(Ft, ... t, wj) = Dilf{I(t,.w) . .. I(t,,w,)) € I(F,w,))
Molecules I {(—=B,w;) = 1illI(B,w;) # 1
IBACw)=1iff[(Bw)=1and [(Cw) =1
[{(3xB(x).w,) = 1 il there is an interpretation I° which dilfers from
[ at mosl in its assignment to x, such that [°(B(x),w;) = 1

Theorem 2 (strong permutation)
Let I be an interpretation of L. Let the ¢, be permutations*’ respectively of each of
o(w,) for all the w; e W. Let I" be any interpretation of I such that for all i and j,
I*(t,w) = ¢[(t.w)] and for every n-place F, I*(F,w,) = {{d,...d,) |
@, (d) ... ¢ '(d)y e (F. w)}. ThenMAw) = 1 &I(Aw) =1

Proof is again by induction on the degree of A — the foregoing proof of weak permu-
tation is readily adapted to show what's required for arbitrary w,. simply by writing
in w; as an extra parameter as appropriate.

A is atomic i.e. Ft, ... t, for some n:

(R ... w) =1 ff (I, w) It w)) e T*(F.w,)

l[T <¢ ¢|( tn’wj))) € l*(F'W',)

iff (¢, ¢, I(t; w ))) -0, (9t W) € I(F.w)
il At,owy) .. It w)) € [(F,w))

iff I(Ft, ... tn,wi) =1

As before, the induction step is quite straightforward, Here, for 1llustrat10n is the
case for A:
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Suppose [(B A C,w;) = 1. Then I(B,w;) = I{C,w;) = 1. By IH, I"'(B,wi) =*Cw) =
1. Hence I*(B A C,w,) = 1. Steps obviously reversible.

Strengthening for second-order languages

We extend our first-order language L by permitting binding of (first-level) predicate
variables by the second-order existential quantifier 3f — we use fg, . . . as predicate
variables. An interpretation of our second-order language L’ will make assign-
ments to them of entities of the same types as are assigned to predicate constants in
the first-order case. ‘true under I is defined as for previous cases, except that we add
a clause for the second-order quantifier:

[(A(B(f)) = 1 iff there is an interpretation [° which differs from I at most in its
assignment to f, such that I°(B()) = 1

With this addition, we can straightforwardly extend the weak and strong permuta-
tion results to the second-order case — all that is needed is an extra case in the
induction, dealing with sentences in which the principal operator is second-order 3.
For the second-order extension of Theorem 1, this runs:

Induction step for second-order 3
Suppose I(3fB(f)) = 1. Then for some I° differing from I in at most its assignment
tof, 1°(B(f)) = 1. Let I* be the same as I* except possibly over its assignment to [,
where I*(f) = {{d,,....dy e D" | {¢”'(dy),.... ¢7'(d,)) € I°(f)). Then by the
induction hypothesis, I” (B(f)) = 1. Hence I*(3fB(f)) = 1. The steps are obviously
reversible.

Languages with modal operators

The addition of a modal operator, say O, to L (or L) permits the formation of
complex sentences which are not truth-functions of their atomic constituents. That

is, we can form senlences B with atomic consituents A, . .. A, so that B's truth-
value at a world w,is not a function simply of the values of A, . . . A, at w;. B's truth-
value at w;is, rather. a function of the valucs of A, . .. A, at the other worlds in W.

Does this prevent us from running the permutation argument? Well, it scems
that it should not do so — just because, while a modal sentence’s truth-value at a
given world is not a function of the valucs of its atomic ingredients at that world, it
is a function of their values at other worlds. But we know from strong permutation
that we can jiggle the assignments to individual constants and predicates in such a
way as to obtain an "unintended’ interpretation which agrees with the original
interpretation on the truth-values of all the sentences of L (or L) at all possible
worlds (so that they have the same truth-conditions, in Putnam's sense). It follows
from this that adding O to L (or L%), with the usual clause to the effect that I{OB,w,)
= 1 iffI{B,w,) = 1 for all w, accessible from w, can make no essential difference to
the situation. The essential point is this. Given an interpretation 1 which induces a
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rn of truth-values on a sentence B across the possible worlds, we can construct

a variant interpretation I*, differing from [ in ils assignments to terms and predi-
cates (and in case of L’, predicate variables) at those worlds. but agreeing with I on
the induced value of B at each world. And that is enough to ensure that I and * will
not diverge over the truth-values of modal functions of B.

Notes

1
2

W

6

452

‘Models and Reality', in Putnam {1983, p. 13).

Putnam (1981a. p. 49): cf. also "A defense of internal realism’, in Putnam (1990a,
p- 30).

Putnam (1981a, p. 49).

The Twin Earth argument was lirst presented in Putnam’s "The Meaning of “Mean-
ing™’. see especially Putnam (1975, p. 223) and following. An abbreviated statement
of it is given in Putnam (1981a, pp. 22-9). See also pp. 41-3 for the distinction
between pure and impure mental states: and Chapter 5, A GUIDE TO NATURALIZING
SEMANTICS,

By saying that an assignment ol truth-values to sentences meels operational con-
straints, Putnam means, roughly speaking. that it accords with all the observational
data that is available in principle. By theorclical constraints he means whatever lur-
ther methodological constraints — including pragmatic considerations such as sim-
plicity and economy - guide the optimum choice between theories which meet all
operalional constraints. Cl. ‘Models and Reality’, in Putnam (1983, pp. 3-6).

Sce Putnam's classic characterization of the “internalist perspective’ (1981a, pp. 49
and [ollowing).

Thus he writes:

For an internalist like myself, the situalion is quite different. . . . signs do not
intrinsically correspond to objects. independently of how those signs are
employed . . . 'Objects’ do not exist independently of conceptual schemes. We cut
up the world into objects when we introduce one or another scheme of descrip-
tion. Since the objects and the signs arc alike internal to the scheme of description,
it is possible to say what matches what. . . . Indeed, it is trivial to say what any
word refers to within the language the word belongs to, by using the word itsclf,
What does ‘rabbit’ refer to? Why, to rabbits of course, (1981a. p. 52)

Sec also "Models and reality’, in Putnam (1983, p. 24).

"I'his question has exercised some of Putnam's critics. ¢.g. Blackburn (1994. p. 27), but
needlessly. if we are right.

See e.g. remarks at pp. 25, 27 and 29,

Putnam (1981a, p. 52). Cf. also:

if the received view is correct, then we would have an clegant account of how
intensions and extensions are fixed [p. 32, our cmphasis] One might say
that . . . my ‘mental representations’ . . . refer to cathood . .. this may be true,
but it just repeats that reference is fixed in one way rather than another. This is
what we want to explain and not the explanation sought. [p. 37] To cxplain
relerence in terms of (impure) intention would be circular. And the problem ol
how pure mental states ol intending. believing, ctc.. can . . . constitute reference
is just what we have found so puzzling, [p. 43]
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More about this matter below.

Cl, Putnam (1981a. p. 34). Putnam'’s stipulation for (c}-worlds is a little odd - it would
have sulficed to have ‘cat’ refer to cats and ‘mat’ refer to mats in this case, since all
that's required is that ‘A cat is on a mat’ be false in (c)-worlds.

For formal details, see the Appendix.

That said, it's worth observing that, even if Putnam’s project were to argue for the
indeterminacy ol reference tout court, it's not clear that the permutation argument
would be vulnerable to the stated objection, For the proof of the permutability of
relerence — illustrations apart — is entirely general, and lollowing it necd involve consid-
eration of no specific suppositions about the reference of particular expressions in the
language: suppositions whose status might then be settled by stipulation. Someone —
not Putnam — who wanted to harness the permutation argument to a general scepti-
cism about reference could quite coherently carry its conclusion lorward in the form of
the counterfactual: if there were such a thing as determinate reference, it would not be
recoverable from the trutb conditions ol sentences. And indeed, the overall strategy of
arguing for indeterminacy by establishing enough such counterfactuals, with a sulffi-
cient variety ol consequents ('. . ., it would not be recoverable from spcakers’ inten-
tions’, °. . ., it would nol be recoverable from [acts about causality'. etc.}. is a perfectly
coherent one. By the same token, though, the concern - for a supporter of Putnam —
that the model-theoretic argument may fail stably to focus against metaphysical real-
ism, dissolving instead into 'Putnam’s Paradox’, is not so easily set aside.

See, for instance, lan Iacking (1983, p. 105): though this may not be quite fair to
Hacking, who in the relevant passage is mainly raising a doubt about the first-order
formalizability ¢,g. of physical theory. and is not really emphasizing the failure of the
Lowenheim-Skolem Theorem at sccond order. Cf. Putnam’s remarks in note 11 of
Putnam (1989, p. 230).

Permutation results for second-order languages and languages with the usual modal
operators are outlined in the Appendix.

See e.g. Putnam (1989, p. 215).

There are, however. reasons to qualify the force of this reservation, whose signiticance
will emerge only when more has been done to explain how Putnam’s argument can
bear selectively on metaphysical realism. See Section VII, and especially n. 38 below.
Hartry Ficld (1972). ¥ield's view is discussed by Putnam (1981a, pp. 45-6; 1978, pp.
14-17, 30-32 and 57-58). | .

A reason for thinking the lension merely appareni will anyway emerge in Section VI
below — see also note 30.

Putnam (1981a. pp. 45-6).

Besides directing it al Field's in the passage quoted, Putnam (1983, p. 18) makes
essentially the same move against Evans’s version ol the causal theory, and (1989, pp.
219-20) against Devitt's appeal to a causal theory.

This claim appears to run counter to Putnam’s own view. as expressed in ‘Model
Theory and the “Factuality” of Semantics' (1989), He stresses there that his model-
theoretic argument is directed against a limited target — physicalistic metaphysical
realism, Certainly some of the argumentation rehearsed in that paper relies upon the
assumpiion that the metaphysical realist aspires to a physicalist account of reality -
including the circularity argument discussed above. Qur point is that the ‘just more
theory’ move is not subject to this limitation. A similar point is made by David Lewis
(1984, pp. 232-3).

Ibid., pp. 224-5,
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Something like this may well be the intended thrust of Putnam'’s complaint (1983,
p. xi) that the causal realist ‘ignores his own epistemological position’,

Cf. Putnam (1989, pp. 216-17),

Putnam advances two quite distinct objections against the proposal. This is his first
objection: we shall discuss the second in due course. Meanwhile, note that the first
objection is to any identification of relerence with a physicalistic relation, regardless of
whether it is made in the interests of defending metaphysical realism,

{1989, p. 217). Putnam has ‘requirement’ where we have 'proposal’. The requirement
to which he refers is presumably that il a relation R is to be the ‘intended’ reference
relation, the supposition that R is the reference relation should yield an explanation of
facts about our use of words,

A more detailed [ormulation of this argument is given in 'Beyond Historicism’ (1983,
pp. 290-98 and 292-5). We lack space to discuss it here, but it seems to us that it is
viliated by the same gratuitous assumption that anyone who proposes a 'theoretical
identification’ of an intentional notion — such as explanation or reference — is thereby
debarred from using the notion in question in arguing lor the identification, That this
might be a reasonable restriction to impose on attempts at analytic reductions of inten-
tional notions seems quite jrrelevant.

CI. ‘Models and Reality’ in Putnam (1983, p. 17). This bears on the interpretative
gnestion left dangling in Section IV - it is clearly quite consistent with holding that a
causal constraint needs to be met in many (or even allj cases of genuine reference to
deny that a full constitutive account of reference may be given in purcly causal terms,
Here is a relevant passage from ‘Model Theory and the “Factuality” of Semantics’ at
p.219:

if E(T) is the event of someone's using a token of a term T, then there is a good
sense of ‘causal connection’ in which every event in the backward light-cone of
E(T} is ‘causally connected’ to the event E(T}); but it will aimost never be the case
that the term T . . . refers to every evenl in the backward light-cone of E(T) (and
it will typically be the case that the term does refer to things with which the token
is not causally connected, e.g., future things).

‘Models and Reality’ in Putnam (1983, p. 18). See Evans (1973, pp. 187-208) for his
version of the theory. For some farther discussion of this approach, see Chapter 21,
REFERENCE AND NECESSITY, esp. sect. 4.

Pulnam would probably concede that the first dilticulty may not be insuperable —cf. his
acknowledgement thal Evans has a proposal, to which he offers no objection — to deal
with this problem: sce the [ootnote on p. 18 ol 'Models and Reality’, in Putnam (1983).
He does press the difficulty a little [urther. claiming that the distinction belween causes
and background conditions is inescapably interest-relative; but this shows at best that
the relevant causal relations can't be singled out by appeal (o thal distinction, not that
they can't be singled out at all.

Putnam (1992, ch. 3).

Fodor (1990).

Further objections, complementing those brought by Putnam {and thosc discussed in
Chapter 5. A GUIDE TO NATURALIZING seManTICS), and including a lorceful play with the
holistni of the mental, arc developed by Paul Boghossian (1991).

Putnam, of course, is well aware of the possibility of this response to his argument,
cnvisaging it explicitly (1989, p. 220); however, he does not regard acknowledging
the primiliveness of reference as a commitment to regarding it as ‘simple and
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irreducible’. Representation and Reality is, in effect. an extended argument to the
contrary.

The astute reader will note that if these considerations are indeed the key to the
question of how Putnam's argument can tell selectively against metaphysical realism,
then there actually is little force — in the resultant dialectical setting — in the reservation
with which our discussion of the significance of the permutation argument concluded
in Section III. That reservation was, in effect, that while permutation-based reinter-
pretations of a language might be consistent with all data concerning the use of its
sentences, they would be likely to be dominated by the prelerred interpretation once
appropriate constraints on the construction of interpretational theories, beyond ade-
quacy Lo the linguistic data, are allowed their proper influence. But that, il correct, is a
point about the methodology of interpretation — something which can be freely ac-
knowledged from the internal realist point of view as conditioning the concept of truth
that applies to ascriptions ol reference and other semantic claims, but which takes us
no closer to the constitutive account which the metaphysical realist needs of the nature
ol reference, conceived as a network of external relations of which methodologically
superior interpretation is, at best, a means o[ discovery.

Recall the complaint which Putnam airs against Lewis's positive view, that it amounts
to ‘saying that we-know-not-what fixes the reference relation we-know-not-how’
(1989, p. 220).

So far as we are aware, Putnam does not himsell explicitly employ the metaphor of
‘slicing’. But it is common in discussion of his ideas and implicit in several ol his own
characterizations of internal realism, For example, " “Objects” do not exist indepen-
dently ol conceptual schemes, We cut up the world into objects when we introduce one
or another scheme of description,” (Putnam 1981a, p. 52.) Of a piece with this are his
frequent characterizations of external or metaphysical realism as involving — via its
commitment to the idea that there is. whether we can discover it or not, just one true
theory of the world — a belief that there is a ‘ready-made world’. having an intrinsic or
‘built-in' structure, comprising a 'fixed totality of mind-independent objects’. CL. [or
example. Putnam (1983, p. 211, and 1981a, p. 49).

But an outright repudiation of the idea of sorta) predetermination, even if not accom-
panied by a lurch into constructivist metaphor. would be in at least prima facie conflict
with retention of the idea, of which Putnam himself has beén a principal advocate, that
the world encompasses various natural kinds. The apparent tension here runs parallel
to that noted earlier, between Putnam’s advocacy ol an externalist account, in broadly
causal terms. of how relerence is ‘lixed’, on the one hand; and on the other, his
insistence that no progress can be made on the problem ol explaining how reference
can be determinate by appeal to causal relations between our words and appropriate
bits of the world. So, unless the tension can be argued to be merely apparent. some
qualification is needed. We cannot pursue this somewhat delicate issue here, and must
content ourselves with one briel cautionary remark. Even supposing that the repudi-
ation of sortal predetermination needs qualification Lo make space for belief in natural
kinds, it would be a mistake, for al least two reasons. to think that this could be
exploited Lo recover a metaphysically realist conception ol determinate reference, First.
the hypothesis that certain things instantiate a natural kind would, at best, serve Lo
explain the unity of a class of things lorming the reference or extension of a predicate —
as distinct [rom explaining what constitutes reference to that class. (This point may, we
suspect, contain the germ of a resolution of the apparent tension — but that is a further
issue.) Second, however precisely the envisaged qualification might run, it would be
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restricted in scope in a way which would. even prescinding from the previous point,
preclude its yielding a fully general solution to the problem with which Putnam con-
[ronts the metaphysical realist, Crucially, we could expect no help with explaining how
non-natural-kind terms can enjoy determinate reference. Essentially the same limila-
tion vitiates David Lewis's proposal (1984, pp. 226-9) that some things, such as
rabbits, are more eligible to be the referents of our words than others, such as unde-
tached rabbit parts, and that rival schemes of reference may be ranked as better or
worse to the extent that their assignments ol referents respect ‘nature's joints’. Indeed,
the difficulty is not just that appeal to natural divisions could afford an at best partiai
solution to the general problem: it can be seen, on reflection, that it fails to accomplish
even that much — the permutation argument can just as well work to deliver perverse
jigglings of perfectly eligible referents, and has no need {or play with unnatural divisions
at all.

42  From 'Why There isn’t 4 Ready-Made World' in Putnam (1983, p. 208).

43 Putnam (1989, p. 220).

44 Indeed, Putnam himself has recently shown signs of a cooling in his opposition to
realism as Dummett conceives it (e.g. 1994b, pp. 503 and 510-11).

45 Weare indebted to Philip Percival, and to colleagues who attended the Putnam confer-
ence in Utrecht in September 1994, especially Putnam himself,

46 The point ol this complication is simply to avoid making the needlessly restrictive —and
unrealistic — assumption that possible worlds do not differ in point of which objects
they contain. In the special case where that assumption holds, we could dispense with
the function ¢, and need only consider a single permutation ¢ of the domain common
to all possible worlds. This special case is, of course, covered by Theorem 2 as stated.

47 Fach of the permutations ¢, could, of course. be defined to be the restriction to ¢(w,) of
a single permutation ¢ ol the inclusive set D.
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