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1. Introduction

In the first chapter of Reason, Truth and History,! Putnam argued that it is not epistemically
possible that we are brainsin avat (of acertain sort). If hisargument is correct, and can be extended
in certain ways, then it seems that we can lay to rest the traditiona skeptical worry that most or dl of
our beliefs about the external world arefase. Putnam’s argument has two parts. Thefirstisan
argument for atheory of reference? according to which we cannot refer to an object or atype of object
unless we have had a certain sort of causd interaction with it. The second part argues from this theory
to the conclusion that we can know that we are not brainsin a vat.

In this paper | will argue that Putnam’ s argument to show that we cannot be brainsin avat is

unsuccessful. However, the flaw is not in the argument from the theory of reference to the conclusion

! Hilary Putnam, Reason, Truth and History, (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1979).
Henceforth ‘RTH’. The position that Putnam advances in thisfirst chapter is onethat in later chapters
of RTH he abandonsin favor of the postion that he cdls ‘interna redism’. He representsthe
arguments he gives in chapter 1 as a problem posed for the ‘externd redist’, who assumesthe
possibility of a God' s eye point of view. | will not be concerned with the later development of
Putnam’ s view.

2] mean ‘reference’, as | think Putnam does, to be taken broadly here, to mean roughly what
sort of thing or things a term purports to be about. | tak for the most part in terms of reference rather
than representation in this paper to follow more closedly Putnam'’ sterminology. See the end of section 8
for adiscusson of Putnam’'suse.



that we are not brainsin avat, as has often been alleged. Most of Putnam’s critics have charged that
even if the causd theory of reference were correct, this would not secure for us knowledge that we
were not brainsin avat, because an essentia assumption of the argument is that we can know what
language we pesk or what we mean by our words, and this assumption is undermined or question
begging once we accept the causal theory of reference® | will argue that Putnam’s critics have not
substantiated this charge. The causal theory of reference does not by itself entail that we cannot know
what our words mean. The mistake is in the argument for the theory of reference. | will argue thet it
rests ultimately on afalse picture of the mind, one which leads us to afdse picture of the relation
between the contents of our thoughts their subjectivity, their character from the point of view of
introgpection. Moreover, in virtue of this, if the picture of the mind implicit in Putnam’s argument were
correct, then the conclusion that Putnam’s critics reach would be warranted. Thus, the argument is
faced with adilemma. If Putnam’s argument for this theory of reference were correct, then we could
not know the meaning of our words or, more generdly, the contents of our thoughts, for the picture of
the mind implicit in the argument divorces the only possible basis of knowledge of meaning and content
from the logica determinants of meanings and content. If we rgject this picture of the mind, while this
does not show that the causal theory of reference isfase, Putnam’s argument for it collgpses. In ether
case, we fail to show that we can know that we are not brainsin avat of the sort Putnam describes.

In section 2, | present Putnam’ s argument for histheory of reference. It isimportant to do this
carefully because my criticism will hinge upon the way Putnam frames his thought experiments. In
section 3, | present the argument from that theory of reference to the conclusion that we cannot be

bransinavat. Sections4 and 5 explain and rebut the charge that Putnam’s argument fails because if

* See note 13 for references. For an exception, see Thomas Tymoczko, “In Defense of
Putnam’sBrains” Philosophical Sudies 57 (November 1989): 281-298. Seedso Tyler Burge's
more generd defense of relaiona theories of thought content againg this charge in “Individuadism and
Sdf-Knowledge,” Journal of Philosophy 85 (November 1988): 649-644. Although | can agree with
part of Burge s conclusion, in my opinion his defense fails because it relies on an extremdy
impoverished view of the nature and scope of sdf-knowledge. See Paul Boghossian's “Content and
Sdf-Knowledge’ Philosophical Topics, 17 (Spring 1989): 5-26, for acriticism of Burge's conception
of sdf-knowledge.



histheory of reference were correct, we couldn’t know the meanings of our words. Section 6
examines and sets sraight a confusion that cregps into Putnam’s exposition of his argument. Section 7
shows that Putnam is after dl open to the charge that his account, in conjunction with certain
assumptions he makesin his argument, which do not enter into the statement of the theory, shows that
we cannot know what we mean or think, and that what must be done to repair this undermines his
argument for histheory of reference. Section 8 examines the sources of the mistake in the argument.

Section 9 isabrief concluson.

2. The argument for the causal theory of reference

Consgder an ant crawling on a beach, which traces aline in the sand that crosses and recrosses
itself so asto produce what could be taken to be adrawing of Winston Churchill. Despitethe ant’s
tracing out aline on the beach that resembles a drawing or picture of Churchill, it does not represent or
refer to Churchill. We can seeit as apicture of Churchill, but it isnot. Even if thelinethe ant has
traced is physicaly type-identica to a picture of Churchill that someone has traced in the sand on that
beach, it is dill not a picture of Churchill. Thisillugtration shows that pictures do not represent in virtue
of any specid sort of smilarity or resemblance to the objects that they represent. If thisistrue of
pictures, then a fortiori it istrue of words consdered as inscriptions or sounds (or physica signs of any
sort). For these need not bear even a resemblance to what they refer to or represent. Clearly, we
could run through the considerations above with atracing in the sand of  Churchill’. Physica objects,
then, do not represent or refer to thingsintringcally.

Putnam argues that what is true of pictures and words considered as physicd signsis also true
of mental images and words, and in fact mentd entities of dl sorts. “What isimportant to redize is that
what goes for physical pictures also goes for menta images, and for mental representations in generd”
(RTH, p. 3). Itisnaturd to think that what makes the difference between a physical sign or picture that
represents or refers and one that doesn't is that when asign refers to something it is because of some

specid sort of reation it bears to someon€e s thoughts. If someone draws a picture of Churchill in the



sand on the beach, intending it to be a picture of Churchill, then it isapicture of Churchill, evenif itisa
very poor one* And it is naturd to think that whereas physical Signs only derivatively refer to or
represent things, a person’ s thoughts or images refer to thingsintringcally. Putnam objects to this on
two grounds, one theoretical, and one based on a series of thought experimentsin which we are to
judge that when someone has a mentd image, e.g., or ‘hears some wordsin his head, perhaps
accompanied by some feding of understanding, it does not follow that he isreferring to or representing
anything at al.

Thetheoretica ground isthat to assart that mental statesrefer intringcdly is to advocate what
should be cadlled amagica theory of reference. (“Menta representations no more have a necessary
connection with what they represent than physical representations do. The contrary suppositionisa
surviva of magicd thinking” (RTH, p. 3).) Itisamagica theory of reference because it offers no way
to understand how reference is possible, or in virtue of what reference succeeds. It isthe antithess of a
scientific account of reference or representation.® In effect, amagica theory of referenceis no theory
of reference a dl, but rather arefusd to give atheory. So if we are to give atheory at dl, we cannot
stop a saying mentd entities just do refer to thingsintringcaly. We must say (informatively) in virtue of
what they refer. If we undertake the project of giving atheory of reference, we must deny that mental
entities refer intringcaly.

Putnam’ s first thought experiment asks us to consder afaraway planet on which arace of
humanoids live who have never seen or heard of trees because none exist on their world. One day one
of these humanoids comes across a piece of paper on which some paint has been spilled and has
formed an image visudly exactly like apicture of atree. “Suppose” Putnam says, “one of them hasa
menta image exactly like one of my menta images of atree asaresult of having seen the picture. His

*+Though no doubt if it isintended specificaly as a picture of Churchill, some resemblanceisa
condition for success, astraight line or a stick figure wouldn’t do.

*In later work Putnam gpparently gives up this congraint, for he says, “I mean to deny that
there is some scientifically describable *nature’ that al cases of ‘reference’ in generd, or of ‘“meaning’ in
generd, or of ‘intentiondity’ in genera possess.” See Representation and Reality, (Cambridge: MIT
Press, 1988), 2.



mental imageisnot arepresentation of atree. It isonly arepresentation of the strange object
(whatever it is) that the mysterious picture represents’ (RTH, p. 4). The samething, Putnam says, is
true of mentd ‘words . If, for example, | memorize a speech in Japanese that | hear on the radio, and
repedt it parrot-like to myself, sotto voce, or even just in my head, the words spoken or going through
my mind don’t represent or refer to anything at dl, even if dl of this (perhaps under hypnosis) is
accompanied by afeding of underdanding. Infact, if thisisright, it is clear that someone could both
think words that were, in some language, about trees and have appropriate menta images without
referring to or representing anything at al about trees. To put this another way, it is possible that
everything going through someone s conscious mind could be just the same as what is going through
mine when | am thinking about and imagining trees without his knowing or thinking anything e al about
trees. Putnam supposesit would be very unlikely that thiswould ever happen, but saysthat “if it did
happen, it would be a striking demonstration of an important conceptud truth; that even alarge and
complex system of representations,® both verba and visua, gtill does not have an intrinsic built-in,
magical connection with what it represents--a connection independent of how it was caused and what
the digpositions of the speaker or thinker arg’ (RTH, p. 5). As Putnam sumsit up: “Thought words and
mental pictures do not intrinsically represent what they are about” (RTH, p. 5).

Putnam supplements these thought experiments with one intended to show that not only are
complex systems of words and images not sufficient to determine what they are about, but that even if
we add to this “rules’ deciding what words may appropriately be produced in certain contexts—-even if

we congder, in computer jargon, programs for using wor ds--unless those programs themsalves r efer

¢ We should perhaps not cdl this large system of mentd states a‘ system of representations,
since they do not represent anything when picked out the way Putnam wants to pick them out. They
are rather what' s left over after we subtract representationa content, however we are to imagine doing
this.

"These can't be rules which themsel ves make reference to thingsin the environment, eg., arule
such as‘ Say “There are cows’ if and only if there are cows where thisis definitely in, say, English.
For then the rule would be sufficient to determine what someone was referring to. The rule must give
conditions for uttering words syntacticaly described which specify conditions that do not presuppose
any reference to externa objects.



to something extra-linguistic there is fill no determinate reference that those words possess’ (RTH,
p. 10). To show this Putnam asks usto consider a Turing Test for Reference. Thisisavariation of the
test Alan Turing suggested to determine whether a compuiter is conscious® Turing suggested that to
give the question whether a computer is conscious any sense one would have to devise some test
success a which would count as showing that something was or was not conscious, and he argued that
the best test for whether a computer was conscious would be to see whether it could successfully play
the Imitation Game. In Turing's verson of the Imitation Game a human being triesto tdll of two
interlocutors, one of whom is another human being, and one a computer, which iswhich. In order not
to alow extraneous matters to intrude, the conversations are conducted using typewriters, so that, e.g.,
what an interlocutor looks like (dl wires and metd surfaces) will not influence the decison. If the
computer cannot be reliably discriminated from the human interlocutor, then, according to the Turing
Ted, it is conscious.

A question that can be raised about the Turing Test iswhether it isatest of what it clamsto be,
that is, whether we are judtified in saying that a computer that passes the Turing Test is conscious (or
that we have as much warrant for saying it is conscious as for saying the human interlocutor is
conscious). Putnam’sam inimagining a Turing Test for Referenceisto raise apardld quedtion.
Suppose someone suggested that if an interlocutor, say a computer, successfully played the Imitation
Game, that would show thet it was referring with itswords. Would he beright? More specificdly,
imagine that we are playing the Imitation Game with a machine which can pass the test but “has no
sense organs ... and no motor organs.” Moreover, “not only does the machine lack electronic eyes and
ears, etc., but ... there are no provisions in the machine' s program, the program for playing the Imitation
Game, for incorporating inputs from such sense organs, or for contralling abody” (RTH, p. 10). If this
machine successtully played the Imitation Game, could we say thet its words referred to anything?

Putnam says the answer is No.

¢ Alan Turing, “Computing Machinery and Intdligence” Mind 59 (October 1950): 433-460.



[1]t seems evident that we cannot and should not attribute reference to such adevice. Itistrue
that the machine can discourse beautifully about, say, the scenery in New England. But it could
not recognize an apple tree or an gpple, amountain or acow, afied or agteeple, if it werein

front of one. (RTH, p. 10)

We should not attribute reference to the device because none of its sentences “is at dl
connected to the red world” (RTH, p. 10). In the absence of any connection, we naturaly judge that it
can't bereferring to the red world. In contrast,

Our talk of gpples and fiddsisintimately connected with our non-verbal transactions with
goplesand fields. There are ‘language entry rules which take us from experiences of gpplesto
such utterances as ‘| see an gppl€’, and ‘language exit rules’ which take us from decisions
expressed in linguigtic form (‘1 am going to buy some gpples’) to actions other than spesking.
Lacking either language entry rules or language exit rules, there is no reason to regard the
conversation of the machine ... as more than syntactic play. (RTH, p. 11)

The machine is utterly insengtive to the existence of apples, or anything other than itsdlf. “That iswhy
the machine cannot be regarded asreferring at dl” (RTH, p. 12).

What's missing, Putnam says, is appropriate causal contact with the objects the machine is
putetively referring to. The point carries over to the referring abilities of human beings. To avoid
embracing amagica theory of reference we must hold that reference is possble only if there is some
sort of contact, a*“non-verba transaction,” between a person and what he refersto. Putnam suggests
at one point we might rely on “nostic rays,” but dismissesthisas crazy (RTH, p. 51). About the only
dternative, the only naturaistic or non-magical relation that could do the trick, seems to be some sort of
causa contact between us and the objects we refer to. A crucid component in the description of our
thought experiments was that the words or thoughts under examination had no causa connection, or

only avery wesk one, with what they were putatively about or represented or referred to. A natura



explanation for our judgments in these cases, then, isthat there was no causa contact with the objects
the subjects might have been thought to refer to. This conclusion is perfectly generd: it rules out that
any sort of menta entity, not just mental images or some other introspectible quaity, can intrinscaly
refer.

The position so far reached, then, isthat a necessary condition for reference to, or
representation of, a certain thing or kind of thing is causa contact of a certain sort with that thing or
things of that kind. Aswe have seen, Putnam supports this conclusion with two considerations. Oneis
the theoretical congderation that the position that attributes intringc powers of reference to menta
datesis unscientific (i.e, magica). The other isa saries of thought experiments designed to dicit the
conclusion that in the absence of causa contact with putative objects of reference or representation
neither resemblance between amenta image and the object, nor phenomenologica identity with the
gtate of one who would be referring to the object, nor acomplete set of rulesfor usng wordsis

sufficient for reference to the object or objects.

3. Theargument to the conclusion that we are not brainsin a vat

This concluson isthe basis of Putnam’s argument that we can know that we are not brainsin a
vat of acertain sort. Specificaly, the possbility that Putnam asks usto imagineistha “dl human beings
(perhaps Al sentient beings) are brainsinavat” (RTH, p. 6). Inthe verson of the brain in the vat
hypothes's Putnam asks us to consider, thereis no evil scientist outside of the vat, “the universe just
happens to consst of automatic machinery tending avat full of brains and nervous systems’ (RTH, p.
6). The machinery operates so as to produce a collective hallucination, so that the many brainsin the
vat have experiences just like the experiences we have. To ensure complete causd isolation from

ordinary objects, we are to imagine that this has dways and will dways be s0.°

° For convenience, | will use the phrase‘brainsin avat’ to abbreviate this fuller description of
the possibility Putnam imagines, and likewise “brainsin avat” to abbreviate the quotation name of the
sentence describing this possibility.



Putnam asks us to * Suppose thiswhole story were actudly true,” and then asks “Could we, if
wewere brainsin avat in thisway, say or think that we were?” His answer is No, because, although
“the supposition that we are actudly brainsin avat ... violates no physicd law, and is perfectly
cons stent with everything we have experienced, [it] cannot possibly betrue. It cannot possibly be
true, because it is, in acertain way, sdf-refuting” (RTH, p. 7).

It is sdf-refuting, according to Putnam, in the same sense in which the sentence “I do not exist”
is sdf-refuting whenever anyone thinks or saysit. That isto say, it is self-refuting because “the
supposition that the thesisis entertained or enunciated ... impliesitsfasity” (RTH, pp. 7-8). Putnam
saysthat the supposition that we are brainsin avat (of the sort described above) has this property. “If
we can consider whether it istrue or fase, then it isnot true ... Hence it isnot true” (RTH, p. 8).

Thisis so despite the fact that

The humans in that possible world [the one in which they are brainsin avat of the sort
described above] have exactly the same experiences that we do. They think the same thoughts
we do (at least, the same words, images, thought-forms, etc., go through their minds). (RTH,

p. 8)

But when put thisway, the claim seems very puzzling. How can it possibly betrue? Thekey is
supposed to be that, dthough these brainsin avat can ‘say’ or ‘think’ anything we can, asfar astheir
subjective experiences go, they cannot refer to the things that we can, because in their Stuation they
lack the appropriate sort of causal contact with the things that we refer to. In particular, their words
‘brains and ‘vat’ lack the right kind of causa contact with brains and vats to be referring to brains and
vats.

Let'ssuppose that thisistrue, and that if they cannot refer to what we do by their words
‘brains and ‘vat’, they do not (could not) mean (in whatever the ordinary sense of that word is) what
wedo by ‘brains and ‘vat’. In this casetheir sentence, ‘We are brainsin avat’, does not express

what our sentence, ‘We arebrainsin avat’, expresses. Let us assume further that when a



brain-in-a-vat-worlder says ‘we' it does manage to pick out the members of its linguistic community, or
a leadt itsdf. (Although Putnam does not make these assumptions explicit, | think we are judtified in
attributing them to him on the grounds that these make best sense of hisargument.) Then, in saying
‘Wearebrainsin ava’, the brain-in-a-vat-worlder is asserting (if anything) something of itsdf and
other members of itslinguistic community (if any) other than that it is (or they are) abrain (or brains) in
ava. Suppose further than none of their words is gppropriately causally connected with brains or vats
0 that they can refer to (or think about) them.® Then they Ssmply cannot express the thought that we

expresswhen wethink or say ‘We arebrainsinavat'. Putnam puts thisin the following way:

Once we see that the qualitative similarity (amounting, if you like, to quditative identity)
between the thoughts of the brainsin avat and the thoughts of someone in the actua world by
no means implies sameness of reference, it is not hard to see that thereisno basis at dl for

regarding the brain in avat asreferring to externd things. (RTH, pp. 13-14)

We assume, of course, thet the brainsin the vat in thisworld are inteligent and conscious, “it would
seem absurd” to deny this. Nonetheless they can't be referring to or representing or thinking about the
same things we do with their words, for they are not in gppropriate causa contact with them. If thisis
right, then Putnam has proved that these brainsin avat cannot think or say that they are brainsin avat.
They cannot think or say it for the same reason that someone whose language does not contain words
expressing what we mean by ‘neutrino’ and ‘rest mass  cannot think or say that neutrinos have no rest

mass.

1 The assumption is not entirely trivid. Consider their words, ‘We are people in the world'.
Theword *peopl€, if they causdly interact, is connected with brains, and their word ‘world' is causdly
connected with the vat they arein. An extensona trandation of their sentence, ‘We are peoplein the
world', then, might well be‘We arebrainsinthevat’. If thisisan incorrect trandation it will be
because the role of *people and ‘world’ in their language is significantly different from the role of
‘brain’ and ‘vat’ in ours.

10



If the brainsin the vat in thisworld are conscious and intdlligent, then it seems reasonable to
think of them as capable of referring to things, even if they are not the same thingswerrefer to. Itis, |
believe, because Putnam assumes that the brainsin the vat would be intelligent and conscious, and that
reference is necessary for thought, that he assumes that the brains in the vat would be referring to
something despite being in the vat.** “On some theories that we shdl discuss,” he says, the Satement
“Thereisatreein front of me’ as uttered by abrainin the vat “might refer to treesin the image, or to
the eectronic impulses that cause tree experiences, or to the features of the program that are
responsible for those eectronic impulses’ (RTH, p. 14).

This gives us a sronger concluson than merdly that brainsin avat of a certain sort can't think
that they are brainsin avat. We are assuming that they are referring to things, and that it is a condition
on their referring to things that they bein causal contact with them. But of course not just any sort of
causal contact will do. Our theory must be non-magical, so it must make sense of why one word rather
than another refers to a particular sort of thing. We won't be able to say what specid connections hold
between words and objects for abrainin avat by looking at its causd relations with its environment at
an ingant. What determines the content of some particular thought of abrain in avat about its present
environment must be what regularly causesit or would cause it to have that sort of thought.> So the
kinds of causdl rdationsto its environment that determine the content of abrain in ava’sthoughts are
the lawlike relations between its thoughts and things in its environment. (Putnam does not explicitly
draw this conclusion, but | think it isimplicit in the reason he gives for saying the brainsin avat would
not be referring to the vat by their words because there is no “specia connection between the use of the
particular word ‘vat’ and vats’ (RTH p. 15).)%

1 A consequence of this assumption is that the failure of a Turing test for reference entallsthat it
falsasatest for consciousness as well.

2\We mugt think here of thoughts as something like word-forms that go through our heads,
which are specifiable independently of content.

B Thistheme is explicit in the work of causal theorists of content such as Fred Dretske
(Knowledge and the Flow of Information, (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1981), Explaining Behavior
(Cambridge: MIT Press, 1988)), Jerry Fodor (Psychosemantics (Cambridge: MIT Press, 1987)), and

11



A consequence of thisisthat if abraininthe vat's causa environment isratively stable, most
of the timewhen it thinks, eg., ‘ There satreein front of me, what it thinksistrue. For what fixesthe
references of itstermsis what usudly causesit (or would cause it) to utter or think them when it has an
indexical thought about its immediate environment. That means that when it usualy thinks or utters
‘There satreein front of me' it isreferring to the thing that its word ‘tree’ refers to when whatever that
isgandsin the rdaion to it that is expressed by itswords ‘in front of’. Thisgoesfor dl of its
sentences.

Putnam does not draw this conclusion from his reflections, but it seems to me to be a natural
extenson of thisline of thought. It'simportant dso if the argument is to show not merdly that we know
that we are not brainsin avat, but that we know in addition that most of our beliefs are true™* We
need thisif we want agenera defense againgt skepticism about the externd world. For it is not enough
to show that we cannot be brainsin avat if what we want to know is that we don’'t go massively wrong
about the world around us. Being brainsin avat is only one way to go wrong.

In arguing to the conclusion that we are not brainsin a vat, Putnam focuses on the suggestion
that abrain in the vat would mean by ‘we are brainsin avat’ that “we are brainsin a vat in the image
or something of that kind” (RTH, p. 15). He arguesthat if this theory istrue, then we cannot be brains
inavat. How do we get from the clam that atheory of this sort is true, to the clam that we are not

brainsin such avat?

Dondd Davidson (“A Coherence Theory of Truth and Knowledge,” in Truth and Inter pretation:
Perspectives on the Philosophy of Donald Davidson, ed. Ernest LePore (Basil Blackwell: New
York, 1986)).

¥ Cf. Dondd Davidson, “A Coherence Theory of Truth and Knowledge,” in Truth and
Interpretation: Perspectives on the Philosophy of Donald Davidson, ed. Ernest LePore (New
York: Basil Blackwell, 1986) pp. 307-319.

12



In explaining thisfind step, Putnam gives the following sketch of the argument.™® If the theory is
true, then, Sncethe brainsin the vat are by hypothesis brainsin avat, and these truth conditions are
incompatible with their being brainsin avat in the image, the brainsin avat think or say something fase
when they think or say ‘we arebrainsinavat'. “It follows” Putnam says, “that if their ‘ possble world
isredly the actua one, and we are redly the brainsin a vat, then what we now mean by ‘we are brains
inava' isthat we are brainsin a vat in the image or something of that kind” (RTH, p. 15). But if

we are brainsin avat, we aren't brainsin avat in theimage. Therefore:

if weare brainsin avat, then the sentence ‘We are bransin ava’ says something fase (if it
saysanything). Inshort, if wearebrainsin avat, then ‘We arebrainsinava’ isfdse. Soitis
(necessarily) fdse. (RTH, p. 15)

It is not, on this view, physicaly impossble that we or beings like us be brainsin avat (of the
sort described here). For it isnot physicaly impossible for there to be aworld where there are beings
relevantly smilar to uswho are such brainsinava. But it islogicdly impossble that in the actud world
we are what we mean by ‘brainsinavat’. It must dways be a counterfactua possibility, because of
the way in which reference and representation isfixed. Possble languages and possible worlds get
matched so that there is no possible world in which ‘isabrainin avat’, where this expression has an
andogousroleto itsrole in our language, comes out true of any being in that world initslanguage. Y et,
beings in one possible world w (or the actud world) might have been, in w*, what they in w call *brains
inava’, though in that case they would spesk a different language than they do in w. So, when Putnam
cdamsthat he shows that we cannot possibly be brainsin avat, heisnot claming thet it is not possble
that we might have been such brainsin avat, but only that it is not possible that we actudly are.’®

15 The argument that follows differs subtly but importantly from the one outlined above,
according to which “If we can consider whether it [the Statement that we are brainsin avat] istrue or
fdse thenitisfdse” Wewill come back to this below.

1|t isimportant to remember the qudifications on the Stuation ‘brainsin avat’ picks out.
Putnam’s argument is directed againgt the possibility that we have aways been and will dways be

13



This concludes my presentation and extension of Putnam’s argument that we can know we are
not brainsin avat. In the next two sections, | take up the charge that Putnam’ s argument fails because
if histheory were correct, we could not know what we mean by our words. In the section following

these | return to adifficulty in the canonicd formulation of Putnam’s argument we have just examined.

4. Brueckner’sobjection

Anthony Brueckner'” has argued that dthough there is a vaid argument from Putnam’ s theory
of reference to the conclusion that our sentence ‘We arebrainsin avat’ isfalse, that does not show that
we know we are not brainsin avat. It falsto show that we are not brainsin avat because the theory
of reference that isits basis gives rise to another sort of skepticiam, which is, if anything, worse than the
sort we set out to cure. If the argument is good, then the gpplication to the brain in avat possibility
shows that we don’t know the meanings of our own words, because we do not know whether we
gpeek English or vat-English (or any of the indefinite number of varieties generated by other
possihilities). And unless we know whether we speak English or vat-English, we cannot conclude from

thefdgty of ‘Wearebransinava’ that we are not brainsin avat.

brainsin avat, not againg the possbility, for example, that we have dl been brainsin avat for the past
ten years, prior to which we were embodied. The force of Putnam’s anti-skeptical argument has
sometimes been criticized on these grounds. Yet if he establishes that we can know we are not brains
inavat of the sort he describes, he shows that radica skepticism about the externa world, the view
that we can know nothing beyond the contents of our own minds and necessary truths, isfase. That is
quite alarge enough accomplishment.

Still, thereisapuzzle here. For if skepticism about the externa world radically misrepresents
our epistemnic position with respect to the externa world, if philosophicad skepticismisanilluson, then a
successful refutation of skepticism should restore to us our full epistemic innocence. To the extent to
which Putnam’ s conclusion in this argument fails to do this, we may doulbt that it has touched upon what
is centrd to skepticism, why we fed its pull, why we should resst it. If that isright, then asolution to
the skeptica problem may bypass atogether considerations of how the meanings of our words get
fixed. Indeed, Putnam would probably agree with this: his digtinction between the internd and externa
redig is an attempt to isolate a degper problem in the skeptical postion.

*BransinaVat,” The Journal of Philosophy, (March 1986): 148-167. Henceforth ‘BIV’.
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Thisis objection has been made repeatedly to Putnam’s argument.*® | will discuss Brueckner’s
verson of it for its darity and thoroughness. But | will argue that the objection fails. Putnam’ s theory
about how the meanings of our words are determined does not by itsdlf entail that we fail to know them.
| will dso argue, though, that Putnam’ s theory in conjunction with other assumptions he makes does
have the consegquence that we cannot know either what we mean by our words or what we think, and
that in giving up those assumptions, he must give up his argument for histheory of reference.

Brueckner sees Putnam’ s argument as attacking a particular sort of argument againgt skepticism
that appealsto our inability to rule out thelogica posshility that we are brainsin vat. Since Putnam
does not argue, however, thet it islogicaly impossible that we be brainsin a vat, the argument cannot
proceed smply by denying that it islogicaly possble that we are brainsin avat. Instead, Brueckner
sees Putnam as arguing that whether or not we are brainsin a vat, we can legitimately conclude we are
not. And it isin thisthat Brueckner seesthe difficulty for Putnam looming.

Brueckner offers the following interpretation of Putnam’s argument (BIV, p. 154). (Brueckner
uses the theory Putnam mentions according to which the brainsin the vat refer to vats-in-the-image with
‘va', and s0 on, and takes ‘vats-in-the-image’ to pick out sense impressions of vats. ‘BIV’ is

Brueckner’s abbreviation of Putnam’s description of the possible world he argues cannot be actua.)

Argument E

18 See, for example, Jane Macintyre' s* Putnam’s Brains,” Analysis 44.2 (March 1984): 58-61;
Susan Fedman’ s Refutation of Dogmatism: Putnam’s Brainsin Vas,” Southern Journal of
Philosophy 22 (Fall 1984): 323-330; Peter Smith’s “Could We be Brainsin aVat?’, Canadian
Journal of Philosophy XIV (March 1984): 115-123; James Stephens and Lilly-Marlene Russow’s
“Brainsin Vas and the Interndist Perspective,” Australasian Journal of Philosophy 63.2 (June
1985): 205-212; Paul Coppock’s*“Putnam’s Transcendental Argument,” Pacific Philosophical
Quarterly 68.1 (March 1987): 14-29; Gary Iseminger, Analysis 48.4 (October 1988): 190-195.
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(1) Either | am aBIV (spesking vat-English) or | am anon-BIV (speaking English).*®

(2) If  amaBIV (spesking va-English), then my utterances of ‘| amaBIV’ aretrueiff | have sense
impressions as of being aBIV.

(3) If  amaBIV (spesking vat-English), then | do not have sense impressions as of being aBIV.

(4 If  amaBIV (speaking vat-English), then my utterances of ‘| am aBIV’ arefdse. [(2),(3)]

(5) If  amanon-BIV (gpesking English), then my utterances of ‘| an aBIV’ aretrueiff | anaBIV.
(6) If I amanon-BIV (spesking English), then my utterances of ‘| amaBIV’ arefdse. [(5)]

(7) My utterances of ‘1 amaBIV’ arefdse. [(1),(4),(6)]

Let's consder the first problem Brueckner raises. 1t seems reasonable to assume that

(T) My utterances of ‘| amaBIV’ aretrueiff | anaBIV

istrue for both an English and vat-English speaker, snceit is guaranteed to be trueif the

object-language and meta-language are the same. Now consider

(5) If I ananon-BIV (spesking English), then my utterances of ‘| anaBIV’ aetrueiff | anaBIV.

Given (T) we should aso have

(8) If  anaBIV (gpesking vat-English), then my utterances of ‘| am aBIV’ aretrueiff | anaBIV.

But when we combine this with

9|t isworth noting that dthough being aBIV or anon-BIV are exhaudtive dterndives,
gpesking English or va-English are not. Thisinterpretation of Putnam’s argument relies on taking
gpesking English and vat-English to be exhaudtive dternatives.
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(3) If  anaBIV (gpesking vat-English), then | do not have sense impressions as of being aBIV

we find that (8) and (2) “ give incompatible truth conditions for my utterances of ‘1 anaBIV’ on
conditionthat | anaBIV” (BIV, p. 157). To seethis, supposethat | anaBIV. By (8) ‘| anaBIV’
istrue. By (2), then, | have senseimpressons as of being aBIV. But by (3) | do not have sense
impressions as of being aBIV. Contradiction.

Thisargument, however, isn't valid. It relies on an equivocation. (8) gives the truth conditions
on the right hand sde of the biconditiond in vat-English, while (2) and (3) are in English. Brueckner
brings up this objection not because he thinks it is avaid argument, but to raise the issue of what
language argument E is being given in. To the equivocation charge, Brueckner protests that

If I am alowed to assume that | am spesking English rather than vat-English, then | am dlowed
to assumethat | am not aBIV. Inthat case, the argument E is of no interest. If | do not
assume that the argument is being given in English, though, the problem of evadudting the
argument becomes quite bizarre. (BIV, p. 158)

Let’s assume for the moment that the first conditiond in this passageistrue, and thet if | assume
that | am spesking English, then argument E is of no interest. Then if the argument is going to be of any
interest it must be one that we can be sure is vaid independently of our knowing whether we are
gpesking English or vat-English. Brueckner assumesthat it isvdid in English. Isit vdidif itis
expressed in vat-English?

Brueckner suggests the following as the interpretation of the argument in vat-English, taking

‘senseimpresson’ in va-English to refer to sense impressions.

(1) Either | have senseimpressions as of being aBIV or | do not have senseimpressions as of being a
BIV.
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(2) If | have sense impressions as of being aBIV, then my utterances of ‘| am aBIV’ aretrueiff |
have senseimpressons as of being aBIV.

(3) If I have senseimpressions as of being aBIV, then | do not have sense impressions as of being a
BIV.

(4) If 1 have senseimpressons as of being aBIV, then my utterances of ‘| anaBIV’ arefdse
[(2).(3)].

(5) If 1 do not have sense impressions as of being aBIV, then my utterances of ‘| an aBIV’ aretrue
iff | have senseimpressonsasof being aBIV.

(6') If | do not have sense impressions as of being aBIV, then my utterances of ‘| anaBIV’ arefdse.
[(5)]

(7)) My utterances of ‘1 anaBIV' arefdse. [(1'),(4),(6)]%°

Only (2), (3), and (5') present a possble problem. Brueckner saysthat (2') and (3') are
vacuoudly true because they have a“common necessarily fase antecedent” (BIV, p. 161). If we
assume that | am spesking vat-English, then it seems nothing would count as my having sense
impressions as of being aBIV, for we have described the case so that the brainsin the vat have the
same experiences we do, and we never do, or could have experiences as of being abraininavat. It's
hard to see, in fact, what would count. (5'), however, isfaseif the conditiond is read as being stronger
than amaterid conditiona, because if, eg., | an not aBIV, and do not have sense impressions as of
being aBIV, then the truth conditionsfor ‘| amaBIV’ arethat | anaBIV, and not that | have sense
impressions as of being aBIV. (We are reading the biconditiond as stronger than truth functiona as
well, if we are interested in truth conditions.) Thet isto say, the conditiond isnot truein dl possble

2 There are difficulties here that we will skip over. Arewe to think of the words here as being
the English interpretation of the vat-English words? But then it would be in English after dl, and not in
vat-English, and then we would be assuming that we are spesking English. Presumably aso thisis not
how the BIV thinks of itsdlf. Presumably there is no trandation of ‘BIV’ into vat-English & all.
According to Putnam the BIV can't even think it. So how could he say it? And what of the ‘BIV’ in
the specification of the kind of senseimpression? Isthat vat-English or English?
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worlds. But this doesn’'t matter for the present purpose. We are assuming that | spesk vat-English, so
the question is, with that assumption, is the premise true? Sinceif the antecedent istrue, on the
assumption that | am speaking vat-English, the consequent gives the correct truth conditionsfor ‘I am a
BIV’, itistruein vat-English. So the concluson follows. We can recast the argument in this form.

(i) If I am spesking English, then my sentence ‘| am aBIV’ isfdse
(ii) If I am speaking vat-English (or some such variant), then my sentence‘l anaBIV’ isfadse.
(iii) Therefore, my sentence 'l anaBIV’ isfdse?

We conclude from (T) that | an not aBIV.
However, according to Brueckner, although it looks as if we' ve got a good argument, the
victory over the keptic isonly apparent. “Thereis” he says, “asevere limit to the anti-skeptica force

of our argument.”

If I do not know whether | am speaking English or vat-English, then | cannot gpply (T) to my
own utterances of ‘1 am aBIV’ asa sep toward the conclusion that | know that | am not a
BIV and hence am spesking English. ... Snce | do not know whether | am speaking English or
va-English, | do not know whether the truth conditions of my utterances of ‘| amaBIV’ are
the strange ones specified in premise (2) or rather the disquotational ones specified in premise
(5). (BIV, pp. 164-5)

Brueckner’ s objection seemsto be that dthough | can concludethat ‘1 anabraninavat’ isfdse, and
s0 by (T) that | an not abrainin ava (understanding this to be expressed in whatever language |
gpesk), this does me no good if what | want to know isthat | am not what is expressed in English by
the sentence ‘Ludwig isabraininavat’, for | could know thisonly if | knew what language | was

2 For the conclusion to follow, we have to assume that spesking English or vat-English are the
only dternatives.
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gpesking, and | could know thisonly if | aready knew | wasnot abrainin avat. Brueckner compares
our position to that of someone who knows that a certain sentence, ‘ Omegais not aregular cardind’, is
true, but does not understand the sentence. He can conclude from this and the corresponding
T-sentence that Omegais not aregular cardina. But he till does not know what proposition that
expreses. Though he can say that Omegais not aregular cardind, using the sentence ‘ Omegais not a
regular cardind’ to express a proposition, in a certain sense he gtill does not know which proposition he
isexpressng. So, in fact, he does not know that Omegais not aregular cardind. The same goes, on
this view, for my knowledge that | am anot abrainin avat. Brueckner putsit thisway: “The current
problem facing our anti-skeptica argument ... isthat it at best affords knowledge that a certain sentence
expresses a fase proposition, whereas the intended sort of refutation of skepticism depends upon the
availability of knowledge that a certain proposition is fase--the proposition that | an aBIV” (BIV, p.
165). “The anti-keptical strategy reconstructed herein failsin the end because it engenders a sort of
skepticism about meaning or propositiona content” (BIV, p. 166). The sentence‘l anaBIV’
expresses different propositions in English and vat-English, but unless | can know whether | am
spesking English or vat-English, | cannot know what proposition it expresses. “All | can damisthe
metalinguistic knowledge that a certain sentence expresses afalse propostion, rather than the
object-language knowledge that | am not abraininavat” (BIV, p. 167).

5. Can we know what we mean?

Brueckner’s clam that Putnam’ s theory does not have the anti-skepticd force Putnam intended
it to have rests on the assumption that if Putnam’s theory of reference were correct, we would not
know whether we are speaking English or vat-English (or any variant that arises from being embedded
intheworld in different ways). | am not sure why Brueckner thinksthisistrue. At one point he says
that if | know that | am speaking English, then | dready know that | am not abraininthevat. And a
another point he saysthat oneis entitled to the assumption that one meansby ‘I am abrainin the vat’
what ordinary human beings mean by that “only if | am entitled to assume that | am anorma human
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being speaking English rather than aBIV spesking vat-English” (BIV, p. 160). And he objects that,
“This mugt be shown by an anti-skeptica argument, not assumed in advance” (BIV, p. 160). Of
coursg, it is supposed to be aresult of the argument that | am not abraininthevat. Andif being a
norma human being is not being abrain in avat, then that must be shown by the argument. But it is not
clear why knowing that one soeaks English should be thought in the same way to be something that
must be shown by the argument, rather than an assumption of it.

One reason Brueckner might assume that this must be shown by the skeptica argument is that
he thinks Putnam did not intend to assume that we were spesking English in giving hisargument. Thisis
suggested by his remark that if we could assume that we were speaking English, we would know we
were not brainsin avat, and the argument he had recongtructed would be “of no interest.” Buit if the
recongtructed argument would in that case have been of no interest, we would ill have had avalid
argument againg the possibility that we were brainsin the vat, namely:

(P1) If we speak English, then we are not brainsin the vat.
(P2) We spesk English.

(C) Therefore, we are not brainsin the vat.

Brueckner accepts (P1). If he accepted (P2), he would have to acknowledge that Putham’ s theory of
reference yidlds avalid argument that shows we are not brainsin the vat, which does not require that
we congder whether it isvaid in English and vat-English. Then going on to consder whether it isvalid
in vat-English would be a pointless exercise. So | think Brueckner’ s thinking that Putnam intended that
we not assume we are speaking English is not sufficient to explain why he goes on to congtruct an
argument for the BIV, and that we must assume that Brueckner thinks that we do not know--at least if
Putnam’ s theory is correct--that we speak English unless first and independently we know that (C) is
true. Thisisindicated by the way Brueckner states the first premise of the argument in English.

Why would Brueckner think we can’t know we are speaking English unless we know we are

not brainsin avat? One line of thought that might lead one to the rgection of the claim that we know
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(P2) isthis By Putnam’s argument we know that if we are brainsin avat, then we are not speaking
English, but ingtead vat-English. Conversdly, if we are not brainsin avat (or otherwise relevantly
differently embedded in the world), we are speaking English. Supposeit isin doubt whether we are
gpesking English or vat-English. Clearly, with what we have before us here, we could establish one or
the other only if we dready knew that we were or were not brainsin avat, as that is understood in
English. But, then, how do we know we are speaking English?

This question gpparently has, however, asmple answer. We know we are speaking English
because ‘English’ is our word for the language we speak. We pick out the language we speak
indexicaly, so there is no trouble about how we know what language we speak, and there is, redly, at
bottom, no other way to pick out the referent of ‘English’. That we speak English is never in question,
and isnot cdled into question Smply by establishing that if we were brainsin avat, we would not be
gpesking English. If we had dl been born Frenchmen, we would not be spesking English. But no one
would suggest we face a problem in knowing whether we spesk English unless we have dready
established that we were not dl born Frenchmen. To put this more generdly, if we spoke some
language other than English, then we would not be spesking English. But thisis no obstacle to knowing
that we spesk English. Thisistrue even if some other language hasin it the word *English’ that is used
by speskers of that language to refer to ther language. We could dispense with theword ‘Englidh’, in
fact, in favor of the phrase ‘our language' .

But the worry Brueckner has about Putnam’s argument is not best put in terms of our knowing
whether or not we spesk English or vat-English. It isaworry about our knowing the meanings of our
words. Of course we know that we spesk our language, and that language is of course English (not
vat-English, which we know is something dse, since it is introduced by us to refer to alanguage which
we can infer from Putnam’ s argument we do not speak). But do we know what the wordsin our
language mean? If we did not, we could not know, from knowing that our sentence ‘We are BIVS is
fdse, that we are not BIVs. But the dlam that we could not know what we mean given Putnam’s

theory requires an argument. We have been given no more reason to believe that we could not know
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the meanings of our words if Putnam’ s theory were correct than that we could not know that we were
gpesking English.

It will help to see why Brueckner’s objection failsto consider more generaly the nature of
Putnam’ s response to skepticism and Brueckner’ s counter argument. We can best understand
Putnam’s argument againgt the epistemic possbility that we have dways been brainsin avat as
proceeding in two stages. First, we argue that if our words ‘We are brainsin avat’ mean that we are
brainsin avat, we are not brainsin avat. Second, we conclude from this, on the basis of our prior
knowledge that our words ‘We are brainsin avat’ mean that we are brainsin a vat, that we are not
brainsin avat. More abdractly, the Strategy isto show that thereisalogica connection between
certain external facts, facts our knowledge of which was origindly in question, and certain internal
facts, facts our knowledge of which is not in question or under suspicion. The externd fact isthat we
arenot brainsin avat, and theinterna fact isthat our words ‘We are brainsin avat’ mean we are
brainsin ava.?

The form of Brueckner’'s response to thisistheat if Putnam’ s theory of what determines meaning
is correct, then the meanings of our words become externd facts. If the meanings of our words were
externd facts, then we could not assume we knew the meanings of our words without begging the
guestion againgt the skeptic, who argues we know no externd factsat dl. Putnam’s argument would
be powerless against skepticism. At best we would know that a certain sentence, ‘We are brainsin a
vat', isfase. But we would not know what was expressed by that sentence, and so we would fal to
have knowledge of the world around us.

| have defended Putnam against Brueckner’s charge by arguing that Brueckner has smply
assumed without argument that knowing the meanings of our words, if Putnam’s theory were correct,

would beg the question againgt the skeptic, would be tantamount to aready knowing something about

2 Putnam does not put his argument this way in the gpparently canonica form summarized at
the end of section 3. As articulated there, the argument isflawed, as | explain in the next section.
However, | think the way | have put the argument in the preceding paragraph best expresses the spirit
of Putnam’ s argument, especidly in hisinitid characterization of it. It should be clear that | do not think
Brueckner’ s interpretation is the best way to understand it.
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the world around us. On the face of it, knowledge of the meanings of our words is a paradigm of
knowledge of interna facts. Skeptics about the externa world typicaly do not question whether we
know what we mean by our words. Indeed, it seems to be a presupposition of the skeptic's
investigation, of any investigation, that we do know the meanings of our words. If we don't know the
meanings of our words, we don't know what thoughts we express with them. For if we did know what
thoughts we express with our words, we could know what we mean by them. If we can’'t know what
our thoughts are, it's hard to see how we could even begin to investigate something. The suggestion
that we don't know what we mean or think is mind boggling. That we do is as secure as anything isfor
us?

The charge that Putnam’ s theory deprives us of knowledge of the meanings of our wordsisa
powerful one, because it amounts to the charge that Putnam’s account is not only false but incoherent.
How are we supposed to imagine the dilemma that Brueckner sees facing us when we conclude we
can't know what a sentence of ours expresses? Isit that we wonder whether it expressesthis rather
than that? That can’'t beright. For that would imply that we could think both the thoughts in question.
But in ether case we could think only one. And if we are serioudy imagining that we don’t know what
proposition our sentence expresses, if we can in some sense dill think elther thought in question, we
cannot know that we do. If thisistrue of this sentence, then it istrue of every sentence that depends on
the nature of our environment for its meaning. The argument itsdf then becomes opaque to us,
employing asit does a great many words that refer to externa objects.

What our words mean can't be externa facts. So any theory that impliesthat they areisfase.
But to subgtantiate the charge that Putnam’ s theory makes facts about meanings externa facts, one
must show that Putnam’ s account divorces the meanings of our words from the only thing our
knowledge of them could rest on, or rests our knowledge of their meanings on something we could

clam to know only if we had aready shown skepticism to be fdse.

2 Thisis not to say we can dways give an adeguate account in other words of what the
meanings of our words are, or that this would be what such knowledge conssted in. Thisis one of the
lessons, if we needed to be taught it, of Wittgenstein's remarks on rule following.
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Why should one think this? Let me suggest two arguments that one might give to show that
Putnam’ s theory makes facts about meanings externa facts.

(i) Thefact that | annot abraininava, if itisafact, iscearly an externd fact. But on
Putnam’ s view, that my words ‘| amabraininava’ meanthat | anabraninavat istrueonly if | am
not abraninava. Andinfact the datement ‘My words“l anabraininava” meantha | anabran
inava’ islogicdly equivadent to some, probably digunctive statement about things in space. Since
statements about things in space express externd facts, so, on Putnam’ s account, do statements about
the meanings of my words.

| don't think this argument isgood. It is ho response to an argument againgt skepticism to say
that it must beg the question because if true it would show that we can know what the skeptic denies
we know. But that isthe effect of this argument. It does not undermine just Putnam’ s argument, but
any argument that attempts to show that something we know entails some fact that the skeptic denies
we know. Thusthis objection has nothing to do with Putnam’s argument in particular. 1t is not the
causd theory of reference that isthe culprit. It isthat the argument purports to show that skepticiam is
fdse. The objection rdies on these two assumptions. (a) If Putnam’ stheory is correct, then the fact
that | anabraininavat will sill be seen to be an externd fact. (b) If some proposition islogicaly
entailed by another, then if it expresses an externa fact, so does the entailing proposition. The proper
response isto observe that, on the one hand, if we accept (b), since we do know the meanings of our
words, and could not if they were externd facts, we should deny (&), while on the other hand, if we
accept (a), then since we do know the meanings of our words, and could not if they were externa
facts, we should deny (b).

(i) One version of the type of account Putnam accepts holds that the meanings of our words
and contents of our thoughts are logicaly determined by the past pattern of our causd interaction with
our environment. As| argued above, this seems anatural extenson of Putnam’s arguments. What our
words mean is determined by what, in basic cases,®* has usualy caused usto gpply them to things

2 Of course, we learn many referring words with distant or even no causa contact with their
objects, but such learning, on this view, isitself dependent on more direct conditioning of other words
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around usin the past. My word ‘desk’, eg., means desk, rather than diode, because | have in the past
been, for the most part, in causal contact with desks when thinking indexica * desk’ -thoughts about my
immediate environment, and not with diodes.

A key point isthat the determinants of our thoughts are externd things and states of affairs. To
know what our words mean, we have to know what the determinants of their meaningsare. That isto
say, on the present view, to know what our words mean, we have to know what the past history of our
causal interaction with the world has been, what sorts of things have caused us to utter
‘ desk’ -sentences and have *desk’-thoughts. But that's dready to know something about the world
around us. And whether we could know something of that sort was what wasin question. So on this
kind of account, we can know what our words mean only if we dready know things about the world
around us. If therewas an initid problem about how thisis possible, Putnam’s conclusions can't solve
it.

There are at least two ways to read the crucid “to know what our words mean, we have to
know what the past history of our causa interaction with the world has been.” On thefirdt reading, to
know what our words mean, we have to go out and investigate the world, find out what sorts of things
have caused us to utter sentences of certain sorts and have thoughts of certain sorts, non-Intentionaly
described. We d have to figure out what our own words meant in the same way someone else would.
If thiswere what knowing the meanings of our words took, then it seems clear that, fird, in assuming
we can do this we would be begging the question againgt the skeyptic, and that, second, we redly
couldn’t get started, Snce we wouldn’'t know what we were thinking about the world until we' d finished
the project, and we can’t undertake the project unless we can know what our thoughts about the world
are.

On the second reading, it is not that we have to discover what the causes of our utterances and
thoughts are to know what their meanings and contents are, but that in knowing their meanings and
contents, we know facts about our past causal interaction with the world. The second of these readings
does not justify the conclusion that the question has been begged againgt the skeptic. Since we do

by what they are about. For convenience | will omit the qudification below.
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know the meanings of our words, if we show that to know the meanings of our wordsis to aready
know something about the externa world, then we will have shown that we know something about the
externd world. It isan adequate response to skepticism about some domain of facts to show that we
know some factsin that domain.

The firgt reading isimportant because it shows what Putnam must hold to use this account of
how meaning gets fixed to argue that we do or can have knowledge of thingsaround us. The first
reeding claims that, on the causal account of the determination of meaning, an individua would have to
figure out what his own words meant in the same way someone ese would figure out what his words
meant. It is clear that we don’t and couldn’t figure out what our own words meant in thisway. The
causd theorigt mugt alow that the individua knows his own meanings in away no one e does, that he
has a perspective on what his own words mean (and the contents of his thoughts) different from that of
someone observing his interaction with his environment, and so does not have to use the same
procedure to determine what he thinks. 1f he did have to use that procedure, then he couldn’t know the
meanings of hiswords or the contents of his own thoughts.

For dl that has been said so far, there is nothing to stop Putnam from claiming that one knows
the meanings of one's own words and the contents one' s own thoughts in away different from the way
someone observing one s interaction with the world would. 1f he can legitimately make that claim, then
his theory of how meanings and thought contents are determined does not undermine our knowledge of
the meanings of our words and contents of our thoughts.

The claim that there are two perspectives on anyone' s thoughts and meanings aso helps usto
see that Putnam need not accept the second of the readings above. What Putnam’ s argument shows, if
itisgood, isthat thereisalogica connection between the meanings of one' s words and what one's
environment is or has been. For thisto provide any sort of ground for knowledge of the world, he
needs to assume that we know the meanings of our words. But we can know the meanings of our
words independently of, in away different from, how we know facts about the externd world.
Knowing facts about the externa world then may involve an inference from what our meaningsare. So

it need not be that in knowing the meanings of our words we know things about the externa world,
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even if given that we know the meanings of our words, we know or can know things about the externa

world.

6. A problem in Putnam’s explanation of hisargument

The objection we ve just examined fails because it fails to substantiate the charge that we don’t
know whether or not we are speaking English unless we know whether or not we are brainsin avat (as
expressed in English). But | think it does point to a difficulty in the way Putnam has put his argument.
Putnam sums up his argument by saying “If we are brainsin avat, then ‘we arebransinavat’ isfase”

Thislooks asif it is a sentence of the form

If p, then*p’ isfdse.

where‘p’ is replaced by the same sentence in the same language in each of its appearances. We can
conclude from thefact that ‘p’ isfase that not-p. So it looks asif Putnam is giving us a concluson we

can gaein thisform

If p, then not-p.

From which it follows that (necessarily) not-p. Buit this can’t be the form of the argument, becausein
the conditiona that Putnam affirms the truth conditions of the antecedent are the ones it has when
interpreted in English, while the reason the sentence quoted in the consequent is false isthat itstruth
conditions are given rdlative to vat-English. So the sentence quoted in the consequent is not interpreted
in the same way as the one used as the antecedent. From the fasity of the sentence quoted in the
consequent, interpreted reldive to vat-English, we can conclude nothing directly about the truth or
fagty of the antecedent, interpreted relative to English. But what we want to know is whether the
sentence interpreted relative to English istrue or fase.
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Let's see whether we can restate the argument aong the lines Putnam does taking into account

that the conditiona is expressed in English while the sentence declared to be fdse isin vat-English:

If the English sentence ‘We are brainsin avat’ istrue (i.e., our sentence ‘We arebrainsin a

va’), then we spesk not English, but vat-English. Since in vat-English ‘brains and ‘vat’ do not
refer to brains and vats, but at best, perhaps, to eements in the machine or image generated by
the machine, in vat-English ‘We are brainsin avat’ isfdse. That isto say, if our sentence ‘We
arebransinavat’ istrue thenitis, after dl, false. Therefore, our sentence ‘We are brainsin a

vat' isfase, and necessarily 0.

The trouble is that when we attempt to say that if our sentence ‘we are brainsin avat’ istrue, then it is
fase, we are trying to say something at once in one and two languages. A sentenceistrue or false only
asinterpreted or relativized to some language. When we talk about our sentence, we talk about a
sentence we use interpreted relaive to our language. We are trying here to say that if a certain
sentencein our language is true, then it is fase, where the second reference to the sentence

presupposes a shift in the language to which the sentence is rddivized from the language in which the
antecedent is expressed, and yet at the same time presupposes that it is the same language, the language
of the speaker, asthat in which the antecedent is expressed. But that isincoherent.®

% |t might be thought that we get out of this problem by making the conditiona subjunctive--if
we were brainsin avat, then our sentence ‘we are brainsin avat’ would be false. (i) To the extent that
the use of the subjunctive mood implies that we aren’t presently brainsin avat, we cannot use this
conditiona in an argument to show we aren’'t, Snce we want to start from premises that don't aready
commit usto that. (i) Waiving this, if we take the antecedent to refer to the actuad circumstances, then
if itistrue, our sentence ‘we are brainsin avat’ isaso true, since the conditiond is expressed using our
language, and consequently the conditional isfdse. If wetakeit to refer to non-actud circumstances,
then we know something about the truth value of a sentence like our sentence ‘we are brainsinavat’ in
those circumstances, but not in the actua circumstances. Still, the subjunctive conditiond is germane to
the argument, because the fact, if it is one, on which its truth depends provides premises from which we
can deduce we are not brainsin a vat.
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It looks as if we can make the move that Putnam does because his theory gpparently shows
that if someoneiswhat we call abrainin avet, then his sentence ‘we arebrainsinavat’ isfase, snce
in va-English that sentenceisfase. This gppliesto everyone, gpparently, so it gppliesto us. So if we
arebrainsin avat, our sentence ‘we arebrainsinava’ isfase becauseit isin vat-English. The
difficulty arises because to state the generdization we have to assume that we are speaking English, not
va-English. Thereis not the same difficulty in gpplying it to someone else. We can't apply it to
oursalves because that would mean undermining the assumption that we are peaking English (our
language), upon which the coherence our assertion depends.®

But, as | have indicated, there is another way of arguing to Putnam’s concluson from his
theory, bruited in the discussion of Brueckner’s objection, that doesn’t encounter this difficulty. The
reason we can't be brainsin avat isthat brainsin avat, as we see from Putnam’ s theory, can’t express
what we mean by ‘brainsinavat’. To put this another way, Since brainsin avat can't think that they
arebransin ava, but we can, we are not brainsin avat. Thisfollowsfrom the theory becauseitisa
condition on our referring to brains and vats that we not be brainsin avat of the type in Putnam’s sory.
Thisway of putting the argument shows that it relies on the claim that the supposition that we are brains
inava isin away sf-refuting--which is not equivaent to the find form in which Putnam puts his
argument. It isacondition on our saying or thinking that we are brainsin avat that we are not brainsin

avat. Since we know we can think that we are brains in a vat, we know that we are not.

% Perhgps there is another way of putting the argument along these lines, taking advantage of
the fact that the antecedent in the conditiona in English entailsthat | do not speak English, thet is, the
language in which | expressit. We might put it thisway. (1) If | anabrainin avat, then | do not
gpeek the language in which | am expressing (1). (2) For any proposition Pwhich | expressusing a
sentence S, it isimpossible that | fail to speak the language in which | expressPwith S. From (1) and
(2,1 amnot abraninavat. The key point isthat afact that | know to be true isincompatible with my
being abraninava. Inthisargument, | presuppose I know what my words mean, and what | think,
and rely on the fact that the brain in avat would not be spesking my language. In the argument in the
main text, the focus is on the brain in the vat meaning something different than | do by ‘l anabranina
vat'. Itiscrucid to both argumentsthat | know the meanings of my words. For this reason the
argument in the text seems to me to be a more straightforward representation of the basis of the
anti-skeptica argument.
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7. Why the argument is not successful

| claimed earlier that athough Brueckner’s objection to Putnam fails, Putnam’ s theory in
conjunction with other assumptions he makes does entail that we don't know the meanings of our
words, and that if Putnam gives up those assumptions, his argument for his theory of referenceis
undercut. This conclusion isnot based on the claim that we don't know whether we are spesking
English or vat-English if Putnam’ stheory is correct, but on Putnam’s assumption that it is possible that
thereis some brain in the vat such that it and | have introspectibly the same experiences and thoughts,
though their representational content differs. Assume, with Putnam, that, dthough thereis no
introgpectible difference between my mentd life and that of some brain in the vat, our thoughts have
very different contents. For instance, when we both think ‘ Thereé satree’, one of us means that there's
atree, and the other means that there' s program feature apha (or at least something that picks out
program feature alpha). Now | do not learn what | think by checking to see what correlations there are
between my words and my environment. If thereis anything that can be said to be my basis?” for
knowing that | have a certain thought content, it isitsintrogpectible quality (or, as | will sometimes say,
its subjective character). Indeed, | think what gives content to the idea that there are two different
perspectives on a person’ s thoughts, something we have seen that Putnam needs, is the fact that one
has conscious access or knowledge of one's own thoughts while no one else does or can. But, by
hypothesis, the introspectible qudity of my thoughtsis the same asthat of one of the brainsin the vat. If
we think of the introgpectible qudlity of the thought as being my basis for knowing its content, then my
bassis not sufficient for distinguishing between the thought that there’ s atree and the thought that

27| mean ‘basis to be given athin reading. | am not suggesting, nor do | think it intdlligible, that
there is a character my conscious menta states have from which in someway | infer their
representationa contents. Any process of inference requires knowledge of content prior to that
inferred. Knowledge of content can't, at least in generd, then, be inferred from something e'se. By
‘basis | mean something that can give content to the ideathat | have a specid access or way of
knowing my own thoughts that no one else does or could have.
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there’ s program feature dpha. Consequently, if Putnam isright, | do not know whether my thought
‘Theré satree isabout trees (redly) or program feature apha.

To put the argument a little more generdly, if we have knowledge of thought contents, then the
subjective character of our conscious thoughts determines that knowledge. Knowledge of thought
contents determines what the thought contents are. By trangitivity, subjective character determines
thought contents. So if we have knowledge of thought contents, they are determined by subjective
character. Since Putnam’s theory denies that thought contents are determined by subjective character,
if histheory istrue, we do not have knowledge of thought contents.

If we accept that the subjective character of our conscious menta states determines our
knowledge of our thoughts and our knowledge of the meanings of our words, then, since it would be
absurd to suppose we don't know what we mean and think, we must rgject Putnam’ s theory insofar as
it divorces the determinants of meaning from the subjective character of our conscious mental states.
One option open to Putnam isto give up the assumption that subjective character remains invariant
while content changes. Bt giving up the assumption undermines the argument Putnam gives for his
theory of reference.

To seethis, recal the structure of the thought experiments which Putnam describes to support
histheory. Inthefirs of these, we were to imagine that someone who had never been in causa contact
with trees nonethel ess somehow acquired a mental image of atree. We judge that he does not refer to
trees. Since he has the image of atree, it can't bein virtue of theimage of atreethat he refersto trees.
He fulfills that condition, but il does not refer to trees. The same thing goes for mental words, and in
fact dl introspectible mental states and events. We can describe Stuations in which an individua has al
the same mental states and events as our own, as far as their introspectible character goes, but is not
thinking the same thing we are. So it is nothing introgpectible in virtue of which we refer to or represent
things in the world.

It is clear that we only get the conclusion that there is nothing introspectible that determines
what someone refers to if we can describe a Situation in which what' s introspectible remains the same

while what a person refers to differs. We can do this without difficulty in the case of reference to

32



paticulars. If | wake up tomorrow morning, having forgotten the previous day, and think to mysdf,
‘“Today isMonday’, | may be in the same introspectible state that | was the day before, when | thought,
aswe would say, the same thing. But to get Putnam’s conclusions about the brains in the vat, we need
a0 to describe a case in which the extensons of predicates can differ globally when the introspectible
date remains the same. | have suggested that in such a case we could not know the extensons of our
terms. But in the absence of such a case, we cannot conclude that nothing introgpectible determines
reference--at least not from the sort of thought experiment Putnam describes.

If introgpection affords us knowledge of the contents of our menta states and events, and what
we introspect, as Putnam assumes, is the qualitative or subjective character of our thoughts, then the
representationa content of our thoughts cannot be separated from their subjective character. To put
this another way, thoughts and images are individuated in part in terms of their representationa content,
and it isthat content we know through introspection, as we have (in general) no other accesstoit. Itis
clear that if introspectible images and thoughts are individuated partly in terms of their representationd
content, Putnam’ s argument won't go through.  For then we cannot describe a case in which two

people have the same introspectible thought but different thought contents.®

2 Earl Coneg, in areview of Reason, Truth and History, in Nous, (March 1987) p. 83, makes
ardated criticism of Putnam. Conee represents the trouble for Putnam as hisright to say we can
conceive of, say, trees, given what he says about the deliverances of introgpection remaining invariant
with brain sates. Conee seems to be assuming that Putnam has committed himsdlf explicitly to the view
that knowledge of the meanings of our words or the contents of our thoughts depends on what is
introspectible about our conscious menta states. Nothing Putnam says commits him explicitly to that
view. Inmy criticism of Putnam, | represent this as an independent assumption, one which | believe to
be true, and given which, it would be impossible, not only to know the contents of our thoughts if the
conclusion of Putnam’s argument were true, but to state coherently Putnam’s argument for his theory of
reference. It is, furthermore, an assumption which | see as essentid to Putnam in a defense againg the
general charge that his causa theory of reference undermines knowledge of meanings, and therefore
thought content.
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8. Another look at the thought experiments

If we gtart with thisidea and take another look at Putnam’ s thought experiments, one thing that
should strike usimmediately is thet the only way Putnam has of identifying the image that is supposed to
be qudlitatively identicd to one he might have of atreeisby saying it isanimage of a tree. Thesame
thing is true when we consider the description of the thought words that are supposed to go through a
person’s head which areidentica with the ones that go through ours though they mean different things.
We identify the thought by saying, e.g., it's the thought ‘there' s atree there’, where we have agrasp on
what thought that is becauseit is our sentence.

Why would Putnam have supposed that one could identify a menta image or thought
introspectively gpart from its representationa content? Putnam starts out by talking about how word
inscriptions and pictures represent. Word inscriptions and pictures don't represent intringcaly. The
same word inscription or image can represent very different things or even nothing at al, for physica
objects have a character that is independent of what, if anything, they represent. This picture motivates
Putnam’ s remarks about the mental. In effect, he assmilates introgpectible mental images and thoughts
to physical pictures and sentence inscriptions, and assumes that just as physica pictures and sentence
inscriptions have a character independently of what they represent, so do mental images and thoughts.
Putnam’ s argument appedls, | think, to an old picture of the mind, the mind as atheater of sortsin
which consciousness eyesiits inner objects. | am sure that Putnam would want to repudiate this picture.
Yet it isthis picture that suggests the assmilation of these inner objects to physica objects, and suggests
that whatever we say about physica objects, in respect of their representationa properties, we should
say aswell about these inner objects. | think we have only to expose the picture to begin to doubt its
propriety. Thereisno reason initidly to suppose that introspectible mental events and states, from
which physical objects derive whatever representationd properties they have, should, like those objects
on which they bestow representational properties, have a character that is specifiable, from the point of
view of introspection, completely independently of whatever they represent.



This does not show that mental images and thoughts which we introspect represent or refer to
thingsintrindcaly.?® Thereisthe other haf of Putnam'’s argument, that to suppose they do represent or
refer intringcaly isto subscribe to an unscientific, magica, and therefore bad theory of reference or
representation. This second haf of Putnam’s argument | do not want to address here. The question it
rases sharply is whether causal theories of reference are any less magica than theories that ascribe
intringc powers of representation to mental Sates.

Thereis one further point | want to touch on briefly in the way Putnam sets up hisargument. In
afootnote at the beginning of the first chapter of Reason, Truth and History, Putnam saysthat heis
regtricting his notion of ‘reference’ and ‘representation’ to something like denotation. Itisa
commonplace that not al representation requires that we successfully refer to something. “Whoever is
bad isvirile has representationa content in this sense, and would, even if no one were bad or virile,
and no one ever had been or will be. Likewise, thereisasensein which | mean or represent the same
thing you do when | say ‘The bad man in the corner isaspy’, even if on the occasion on which | say it
there is abad man in the corner, and on the occasion on which you say it he has moved and thereis no
onein the corner.

Noting the restriction Putnam places on his use of ‘reference’ and ‘ representation’ encourages
adeflationary reading of his argument: al Putnam has shown, it might be said, isthat the brain in the vat
can't refer to anything unless it isin appropriate causa contact with it. Thereis asense in which when
the brainin the vat thinks‘ There' satreg’ it's not thinking about atree. But thisisthe same sensein
which when | say ‘The bald man in the corner isagpy’, and thereis no onein the corner, I’'m not
thinking about anyone. But | am il thinking something, even if, to avoid a mideading suggestion, we
hesitate to say what | think, though clearly not true, is sraightforwardly fase. The content of my
thought is the same as it would have been if there had been abad man in the corner. Likewise, the

brainin the vat isthinking ‘ Theré satreg and means what we do by that, and fails to be, in one sense,

2 |t isimportant here that we think of thisfrom the point of view of intropection: for thisalows
prima facie (I do not say there are not deeper difficulties) that this vantage on our mentd states may
not specify them independently of their representationa content while alowing that that content is fixed
by relationd properties.
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thinking about a tree smply because his assumption that he isin perceptua contect with atreeisfase.
Thebrainin the vat, then, far from having mogtly true beliefsin virtue of not being in causd contact with
trees and tables and chairs and the like, and so not thinking about such things, has mostly fase beliefs
precisaly because he fails, when thinking about things about him, to be thinking about trees and tables
and chairs and so on.®

| think it is clear that Putnam doesn’t mean his argument to be so limited. This comes out in his
assumption that the brain in the vat would be referring to things after dl, which would not make sense
on thisinterpretation of the argument. When laying out Putnam’s argument, | assumed on Putnam’s
behdf at one point that it is a condition on representation of objectsin this second sense that we be or
have been in causd contact with some of the things we represent, or at least with thingsin terms of
which we could build up the representations. The importance of thisisthat the assumption is not
directly supported by Putnam’s thought experiments, which are couched in terms of what a person can
refer to, where he can refer to something only if it exits. The persuasiveness of Putnam'’ s thought
experiments, | believe, rdies on thinking of ‘referring’ as reference to particulars, which requires that the

thing referred to exist. The conclusion drawn employs a broader notion of reference.

9. Conclusion

Putnam’ s theory of reference and representation has the right form for aresponse to the
traditional problem of skepticism about the externd world. It attempts to show that thereisalogica
connection between the nature of our thoughts and the nature of the world around us. In contrast to
traditional accounts of the mind-world relation that secure this connection by making the world depend
upon the mind, Putnam’ s account makes the mind depend upon the world.

| have argued that if Putnam’ s theory of reference were correct, it would show that we cannot

be brainsin avat (of acertain sort), and aso, more importantly, that most of our beliefs are true. |

% Alternatively, one might say he has bdliefs that are neither true nor fase. But thisis obvioudy
No response to skepticism.
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have disagreed with a common charge leveled againg this kind of theory, that any theory of thiskind
will have the result that we don’t know what we mean by our words or what we think. This charge
depends upon the claim that if Putnam’ s theory is correct, to know what we mean and therefore think
we would have to know aready what our environment islike, what sorts of things we have been in
regular causa contact with. But this incoherent requirement is not entailed by Putnany' stheory. The
objection can be met by alowing that one knows one' s own thoughts and therefore meanings in away
different from the way anyone ese does. | cannot see that there is any incompetibility between this
clam and the view that one’ s meanings and thought contents are determined by one's causd relations
with on€e's environment.

However, what grounds the distinction between first and third person knowledge of one's
mentd datesisthat one's own menta states are for onesdlf ble to consciousness-that is, they
can be manifested in consciousness, or as conscious menta states-while they are not and cannot be so
accessbleto anyone ese. This consciousnessis not to be distinguished from awareness of aga€e's
subjective character. It follows that to the extent we have first person knowledge of our own conscious
mental states, that knowledge is determined by those sates subjectivity. To the extent that the
determinants of thought content are divorced from the determinants of subjectivity, we cannot have
knowledge of thought content. It isincoherent to suppose we do not know what we mean or think.
Therefore, any relation theory of meaning or thought content must hold that subjectivity is relationaly
determined aswell. However, it is an assumption of Putnam’s argument that representationa content
can vary independently of the subjective character of a person’s conscious mentd states.
Consequently, if his argument were correct, we would be unable to know what our thoughts were
about. But if Putnam drops that assumption, the thought experiments on which his theory rets are
undermined.

The mistake can be traced to Putnam’s assmilation of the menta to the physical. We cannot
conclude from the fact that physica states or objects can be characterized independently of whatever
representational content they may have that the subjective character of menta states can be
characterized independently of whatever representational content they may have. | have suggested that
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this assmilation rests on an old theory of the mind, one according to which the eye of consciousnessis
entertained by various mental objects that pass across amental stage. Putnam of course entertains
nothing so crude. But the underlying idea, the underlying tendency, to see menta images, and
conscious thoughts, as objects of a sort, conceivable independently of their meaning, just like physical
objects, isthe same. Once we have rgjected this picture of the mind, thereis, | think, no further
temptation to think that representational content comes apart from subjective character.
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