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Two philosophical perspectives

The problems we have been discussing naturally give rise to two
philosophical points of view (or two philosophical tempera-
ments, as I called them in the Introduction). It is with these
points of view, and with their consequences for just about every
issue in philosophy that 1 shall be concerned: the question of
‘Brains in a Vat’ would not be of interest, except as a sort of
logical paradox, if it were not for the sharp way in which it
brings out the difference between these philosophical perspec-
tives.

One of these perspectives is the perspective of (iCtaphysical

I shall call

this perspective

The perspective | shall defend has no unambiguous name. It
is a late arrival in the history of philosophy, and even today it
keeps being confused with other points of view of a quite differ-

ent sort.
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lll

Suppose we assume a ‘magical theory of reference’. For exam-
ple, we might assume that some occult rays — call them ‘noetic
rays’! — connect words and thought-signs to their referents.
Then there is no problem. The Brain in a Vat can think the
words, ‘1 am a brain in a vat’, and when he does the word ‘var’
corresponds {with the aid of the noetic rays) to real external vats
and the word ‘in’ corresponds (with the aid of the noetic rays)
to the relation of real spatial containment. But such a view is
obviously untenable. No present day philosopher would
espouse such a view. It is because the modern realist wishes to
have a correspondence theory of truth without believing in
‘noetic rays’ (or, believing in Self-Identifying Objects? — objects
that intrinsically correspond to one word or thought-sign rather
than another) that the Brain in a Vat case is a puzzler for him.

As we have seen,

| | \ I \
L

1 “Noetic rays’ was suggested to me by Zemach.
2 The term ‘Self 1dentifying Object’ is from Substance and Sameness by
David Wiggins (Blackwell, 1980).
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Two philosophical perspectives

What does
‘extraterrestrial’ refer to? To extraterrestrials (if there are any).

How pressing, we

o
0
£
=
~t
=
a
=t
<
o
c
o
o
= 0
ot
ao
-t
a
=t

Also, ‘not from the same planet as’ can be analyzed in terms of
‘not from the same place as’ and ‘planet’ (which can be further
analyzed).
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real connection to. Using the basic terms in complex conbina-
tions we can then, he says, buiid up descriptive expressions
which refer to kinds of things we have no real connection to. and
that may not even exist (e.g. extraterrestrials).

In tact, already with a simple word like ‘horse” or ‘rabbit’ he
might have observed that the extension includes many things we
have not causally interacted with (e.g. future horses and rabbits,
or horses and rabbits that never interacted with any human

being).

At this point, however,

@NyERIAEIEIS® This whole complicated story about how we refer
to some things by virtue of the fact that they are connected with
us by ‘causal chains of the appropriate kind’, and to yet other
things by virtue of the fact that they are ‘of the same kind’ as
things connected with us by causal chains of the appropriate
kind, and to still other things ‘by description’, is not so much
false as otiose.
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tion’ to this pseudo-problem, as I consider it to be — the meta-
physical realist ‘solution’ - is to say that the word automaticall
covers not just the objects I lassooed, but also I

i

In a sense, I would say, the world does consist of ‘Self-1denti-
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fying Objects’ — but not a sense available to an externalist. a

)

| o

Internalism is not a facile relativism that says, ‘Anything goes’.

Internalism and relativism

If anyone really

believed that, and if they were foolish enough to pick a concep-
tual system that told them they could fly and to act upon it by
jumping out of a window, they would, if they were lucky enough
to survive, see the weakness of the latter view at once.
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Two philosophical perspectives 5

; coherence of ‘theoretical’ or less
experiential beliefs with one another and with more experiential
beliefs, and also coherence of experiential beliefs with theoretical
beliefs. Our conceptions of coherence and acceptability are, on
the view 1 shall develop, deeply interwoven with our psychology.

Illll!llllllllll

In addition, rational acceptability is a
matter of degree; truth is sometimes spoken of as a matter of
degree (e.g., we sometimes say, ‘the earth is a sphere’ is approx-
imately true); but the ‘degree’ here is the accuracy of the state-
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planes cannot really be attained either, and yet talk of friction-
less planes has ‘cash value’ because
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Two philosophical perspectives

The ‘similitude’ theory

3 Dummett’s views are set out in “What is a theory of Meaning [, I’ in
Truth and Other Enigmas (Harvard, 1980). His forthcoming
(eventually) William James Lectures (given at Harvard in 1976) develop
them in much more detail.
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The oldest form of the correspondence theory of truth, and
one which endured for approximately 2,000 years, is one that
ancient and medieval philosophers attributed to Aristotle. That
Aristotle actually held it I am not sure; but it is suggested by his
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FfGpeffeiEephySicalERiig. 1. ocke was a Corpuscularian, that

is, an advocate of the atomic theory of matter, and like a modern
physicist he conceived that what answers to the sensuous pre-
sented redness of my image of a red piece of cloth is not a simple
property of the cloth, but a very complex dispositional property
or ‘Power’, namely the Power to give rise to sensations of this
particular kind (sensations which exhibit ‘subjective red’, in the
language of psychophysics). This power in turn has an explana-
tion, which we did not know in Locke’s day, in the particular
micro-structure of the piece of cloth which leads it to selectively
absorb and reflect light of different wave-lengths. (This sort of
explanation was already given by Newton.) If we say that having
such a microstructure is ‘being red’ in the case of a piece of cloth,
then clearly whatever the nature of subjective red may be, the
event in my mind (or even my brain) that takes place when |
have a sensation of subjective red does not involve anything in
my mind (or brain) ‘being red’. The properties of a physical thing
which make it an instance of physical red and the properties of
a mental event which make it an instance of subjective red are
quite different. A red piece of cloth and a red after-image are not
literally similar. They do not share a Form.

HEOWEED (Actually, some Locke scholars today dispute this; but

8 And the reading of Locke I am
describing was the universal one among his contemporaries and
among eighteenth century readers as well.)

Berkeley’s tour de force

Berkeley discovered a very unwelcome consequence of the
similitude theory of reference: it implies that nothing exists
except mental entities (‘spirits and their ideas’, i.e. minds and

5 See An Essay Concerning Human Understanding, Book 11, Ch. VIIL
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their sensations). It is generally unappreciated that the premiss
from which Berkeley worked — the similitude theory — was not
something he merely learned from Locke (or read into Locke)
but was the accepted theory of reference before his time and,
indeed, for a hundred years afterwards; but we have just
remarked how venerable this theory actually was.

Berkeley’s argument is very simple. The usual philosophical
argument against the similitude theory in the case of secondary
qualities is correct (the argument from the relativity of percep-
tion), but it goes just as well in the case of primary qualities. The
length, shape, motion of an object are all perceived differently
by different perceivers and by the same perceiver on different
occasions. To ask whether a table is the same length as my image
of it or the same length as your image of it is to ask an absurd
question. If the table is three feet long, and 1 have a good clear
view of it, do I have a three foot long mental image? To ask the
question is to see its senselessness. Mental images do not have a
physical length. They cannot be compared with the standard
measuring rod in Paris. Physical length and subjective length
must be as different as physical redness and subjective redness.

To state Berkeley’s conclusion another way, Nothing can be
similar to a sensation or image except another sensation or
image. Given this, and given the (still unquestioned) assumption
that the mechanism of reference is similitude between our ‘ideas’
(i.e. our images or ‘phantasms’) and what they represent, it at
once follows that no ‘idea’ (mental image) can represent or refer
to anything but another image or sensation. Only phenomenal
objects can be thought about, conceived, referred to. And if you
can’t think of something, you can’t think it exists. Unless we
treat talk of material objects as highly derived talk about regu-
larities in our sensations, it is totally unintelligible.

The tendency, in his own time and later, to see Berkeley as
almost insanely perverse, almost scandalous, if brilliant, was due
to the unacceptability of his conclusion that matter does not
really exist (except as a construction from sensations), and not
to anything peculiar about his premisses. But the fact that one
could derive such an unacceptable conclusion from the simili-
tude theory produced a crisis in philosophy. Philosophers who
did not wish to follow Berkeley in Subjective Idealism had to
come up with a different account of reference.
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which it is only a very dubious hypothesis that there is a table in
front of me as I write these pages is a ‘scandal’, Kant says.
Secondly,

——
-

Let me suggest a way of reading Kant that may be helpful,
although it is only a first approximation to a right interpretation.
Think of Kant as accepting Berkeley’s point that the argument
from the relativity of perception applies as much to the so-called
‘primary’ qualities as to the secondary ones, but making a differ-
ent response than Berkeley made. Berkeley’s response, recall,
was to scrap the distinction between primary qualities and sec-

ondary qualities and fall back on just what EGCKERvOuIGNIRETS
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The empiricist alternative

So far as our argument has gone, it is still possible for a philos-
opher to avoid giving up the correspondence theory of truth
and the similitude theory of reference by restricting them to sen-
sations and images. And many philosophers continued to believe
even after Kant that similitude is the mechanism by which we
are able to have ideas that refer to our own (and, although this
was more controversial, other people’s) sensations, and that this
is the primary case of reference from an epistemological point of

bl

ley’s argument was the contention that nothing can resemble an
‘idea’ (sensation or image) except another ‘idea’, i.e. there can be
no resemblance between the mental and the physical. Our ideas
can resemble other mental entities, but they cannot resemble
‘matter’, according to Berkeley.

At this point, we must stop and realize that this is in an impor-
tant way false. In fact, everything is similar to everything else in
infinitely many respects. For example, my sensation of a type-
writer at this instant and the quarter in my pocket are both sim-
ilar in the respect that some of their properties (the sensation’s
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occurring right now and the quarter’s being in my pocket right
now) are effects of my past actions; if | had not sat down to type,
1 would not be having the sensation; and the quarter would, not
be in my pocket if I had not put it there. Both the sensation and
the quarter exist in the twentieth century. Both the sensation and
the quarter have been described in English. And so on and so on.
The number of similarities one can find between any two objects
is limited only by ingenuity and time.

In a particular context, ‘similarity’ may have a more restricted
meaning, of course. But to just ask ‘are A and B similar?’ when
we have not specified, explicitly or implicity, what kind of simi-
larity is at issue, is to ask an empty question.

From this simple fact it already follows that the idea that
similitude is the private mechanism of reference must lead to an
infinite regress. Suppose, to use an example due to Wittgenstein,
someone is trying to invent a ‘private language’, a language
which refers to his own sensations as they are directly given to
him. He focusses his attention on a sensation X and introduces
a sign E which he intends to apply to exactly those entities which
are qualitatively identical with X. In effect, he intends that E
should apply to all and only those entities which are similar to
X.

If this is all he intends — if he does not specify the respect in
which something has to be similar to X to fall under the classi-
fication E — then his intention is empty, as we just saw. For
everything is similar to X in some respect.

If, on the other hand, he specifies the respect; if he thinks the
thought that a sensation is E if and only if it is similar to X in
respect R; then, since he is able to think this thought, he is
already able to refer to the sensations for which he is trying to
introduce a term E, and to the relevant property of those sensa-
tions! But how did he get to be able to do this? (If we answer,
‘By focussing his attention on two other sensations, Z, W, and
thinking the thought that two sensations are similar in respect R
if and only if they are similar to Z, W, then we are involved in
a regress to infinity.)

The difficulty with the similitude theory of reference is the
same as the difficulty with the ‘causal chain of the appropriate
kind’ theory that we mentioned earlier. If I just say, ‘The word
“horse” refers to objects which have the property whose occut-
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rence causes me on certain occasions to produce the utterance
“there is a horse in front of me” ’, then one difficulty is that there
are too many such properties. For example, let H-A (for ‘Horse
Appearance’) be that property of total perceptual situations
which elicits the response ‘there is a horse in front of me’ from a
competent normal speaker of English. Then the property H-A is
present when I say ‘there is a horse in front of me’ (even when I
am experiencing an illusion), but ‘horse’ does not refer to situa-
tions with that property, but rather to certain animals. The pres-
ence of an animal with the property of belonging to a particular
natural kind and the presence of a perceptual situation with the
property H-A are both connected to my utterance ‘There is a
horse in front of me’ by causal chains. In fact, the occurrence of
horses in the Stone Age is connected with my utterance “There is
a horse in front of me’ by a causal chain. Just as there are too
many similarities for reference to be merely a matter of similari-
ties, so there are too many causal chains for reference to be
merely a matter of causal chains.

On the other hand, if I say ‘the word “horse” refers to objects
which have a property which is connected with my production
of the utterance “There is a horse in front of me” on certain
occasions by a causal chain of the appropriate type’, then I have
the problem that, if I am able to specify what is the appropriate
type of causal chain, I must already be able to refer to the kinds
of things and properties that make up that kind of causal chain.
But how did I get to be able to do this?

The conclusion is not that there are 7o terms which have the
logic ascribed by the similitude theory, any more than the con-
clusion is that there are no terms which refer to things which are
connected to us by particular kinds of causal chains. The conclu-
sion is simply that neither similitude nor causal connection can
be the only, or the fundamental, mechanism of reference.

Wittgenstein on ‘following a rule’

Consider the example [ mentioned in passing, of the man who
attempts to specify the respect R (the respect in which sensations
must be similar to X if they are to be correctly classified as E) by
saying or thinking that two things are similar in the respect R
just in case they are similar in just the way Z, W are similar. This
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fails, of course, because any two things Z, W are themselves sim-
ilar in more than one way (in fact, in infinitely many ways).
Trying to specifiy a similarity relation by giving finitely many
examples is like trying to specify a function on the natural num-
bers by giving its first 1,000 (or 1,000,000) values: there are
always infinitely many functions which agree with any given
table on any finite set of values, but which diverge on values not
listed in the table.

This is connected with another point that Wittgenstein makes
in Philosophical Investigations and that was mentioned at the
end of Chapter 1. Whatever introspectible signs or ‘presenta-
tions’ 1 may be able to call up in connection with a concept can-
not specify or constitute the content of the concept. Wittgenstein
makes this point in a famous section which concerns ‘following
a rule’ — say, the rule ‘add one’. Even if two species in two pos-
stble worlds (I state the argument in most un-Wittgensteinian
terminology!) have the same mental signs in connection with the
verbal formula ‘add one’, it is still possible that their practice
might diverge; and it is the practice that fixes the interpretation:
signs do not interpret themselves, as we saw. Even if someone
pictures the relation A is the successor of B’ (i.e. A=B +1) just
as we do and has agreed with us on some large finite set of cases
(e.g. that 2 is the successor of 1, 3 is the successor of 2, .. .,
999,978 is the successor of 999,977), still he may have a diver-
gent interpretation of ‘successor’ which will only reveal itself in
some future cases. (Even if he agrees with us in his ‘theory’ - i.e.
what he says about ‘successor of’; he may have a divergent inter-
pretation of the whole theory, as the Skolem--Lowenheim
Theorem shows.)

This has immediate relevance to philosophy of mathematics,
as well as to philosophy of language. First of all, there is the
question of finitissn: human practice, actual and potential,
extends only finitely far, Even if we say we can, we cannot ‘go
on counting forever’. If there are possible divergent extensions
of our practice, then there are possible divergent interpretations
of even the natural number sequence — our practice, or our men-
tal representations, etc., do not single out a unique ‘standard
model’ of the natural number sequence. We are tempted to think
they do because we easily shift from ‘we could go on counting’
to ‘an ideal machine could go on counting’ (or, ‘an ideal mind
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could go on counting’); but talk of ideal machines (or minds) is
very different from talk of actual machines and persons. Talk of
what an ideal machine could do is talk within mathematics, it
cannot fix the interpretation of mathematics.

In the same way, Wittgenstein holds that talk of ‘similarity’
and ‘the same sensation’ or ‘the same experience’ is talk within
psychological theory; it cannot fix the interpretation of psycho-
logical theory. That, the interpretation of psychological theory
and terminology, is fixed by our actual practice, our actual stan-
dards of correctness and incorrectness.

In Ways of Worldmaking® Nelson Goodman makes a closely
related point: it is futile to try to have a notion of what the per-
ceptual facts ‘really are’ independently of how we conceptualize
them, of the descriptions that we give of them and that seem
right to us. Thus, after discussing a finding by the psychologist
Kolers that a disproportionate number of engineers and physi-
cians are unable to see apparent motion at all, that is ‘motion’
produced by lights which successively flash at different positions,
Goodman comments (p. 92):

Yet if an observer reports that he sees two distinct flashes,
even at distances and intervals so short that most
observers see one moving spot, perhaps he means that he
sees the two as we might say we see a swarm of molecules
when we look at a chair, or as we do when we say we
see a round table top even when we look at it from

an oblique angle. Since an observer can become adept at
distinguishing apparent from real motion, he may take
the appearance of motion as a sign that there are two
flashes, as we take the oval appearance of the table top as
a sign that it is round; and in both cases the signs may
be or become so transparent that we look through them
to physical events and objects. When the observer visually
determines that what is before him is what we agree is
before him, we can hardly charge him with an error

in visual perception. Shall we say, rather, that he mis-
understands the instruction, which is presumably just

to tell what he sees? Then how, without prejudicing

the outcome, can we so reframe the instruction as to

8 Published by Hackett, 1978.
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prevent such a ‘misunderstanding’? Asking him to make
no use of prior experience and to avoid all concept-
ualization will obviously leave him speechless; for to
talk at all he must use words.

Grasp of ‘Forms’ and empirical association

A Platonist or Neo-Platonist of an antique vintage would have
dealt with this issue in a much simpler way. Such a philosopher
would have said that when we attend to a particular sensation
we also perceive a Universal or a Form, i.e. the mind has the
ability to grasp properties in themselves, and not just to attend
to instances of those properties. Such a philosopher would say it
is the Nominalism of Wittgenstein and Goodman, their refusal
to have any truck with Forms and with the direct grasp of
Forms, that makes it seem to them that there is any problem
with the similitude theory.

While just positing a mysterious power of ‘grasping Forms’ is
hardly a solution, it might seem that an analogue of this power
is available to us. Properties of things do enter into causal expla-
nations; when I have a sensation and it elicits the response ‘this
is a sensation of red’, my response is partly caused by the fact
that the sensation had a property. True, some philosophers are
so nominalistic that they would deny the existence of such enti-
ties as ‘properties’ altogether; but science itself does not hesitate
to talk freely of properties. Can we not say that, when Wittgen-
stein’s privateer (the man who wanted to invent a private lan-
guage) attended to X and said ‘E’ then what caused the response
‘E’ was a causal interaction involving a certain property, and
that property (whatever it was) is the relevant ‘similarity’ that
other sensations must have to X to be correctly classified as E?

The observation that talk of ‘properties’ is perfectly scientifi-
cally legitimate is correct; but this does not help rehabilitate Pla-
tonism. We interact with properties only by interacting with
their instances; and these instances always are instances of many
properties at the same time. There is no such thing as just inter-
acting with a property ‘in itself’. Talk of the properties causally
associated with a sensation cannot do the work that the notion
of the (unique) Form of the sensation did in Platonistic philoso-

phy.
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To spell this out: when 1 have a sensation of blue, I have a
sensation of blue, and I also have a sensation with the complex
property of being such as to be classed by me at that instance
under that particular verbal label. Merely attending to this sen-
sation does not constitute ‘grasping’ one of these properties. To
pick out the property associated in just one of these ways with
my sensation or with the verbal label is our old friend, the prob-
lem of the Causal Chain of the Appropriate Type again.

To see this, observe, first of all, that when my total perceptual
experience elicits the response ‘I am having the sensation of
blue’, I am not always right. I myself have had the experience of
referring to ‘the man in the blue sweater’ two or three times
before someone pointed out that the sweater was green. 1 don’t
mean the sweater looked blue; I realized that I had been misde-
scribing the sweater the instant the other person spoke. (I don’t
often have occasion to say ‘I am having the sensation of blue’,
but if I did, then in such a case I would probably have said it two
or three times until someone — wondering, perhaps, why [ would
have the sensation of blue when I was looking at something that
was obviously green — queried me, whereupon I would have
taken back my previous phenomenal report.) This already shows
that the property of eliciting the report ‘I am having the sensa-
tion of blue’, or whatever, is not the same property as the prop-
erty of being a sensation of blue, or a sensation of whatever the
relevant quality might be.

Philosophers often refer to such a case as a ‘slip of the tongue’.
This seems to me to be an unfortunate terminology. The word
‘green’ might have been on my lips, and 1 might have found
myself, frustratingly, saying ‘blue’. That would have been a slip
of the tongue. But in the case 1 described I didn’t even notice |
was misdescribing until someone questioned my report (and
might never have noticed otherwise).

Another explanation which is suggested is that when I said
‘blue’ Imeant green. By now it should be clear that when we say
things we don’t go around ‘meaning’ things in the sense of hold-
ing meanings in mind. To say I ‘meant’ green is just to say that
Iinstantly accepted the correction (and felt funny when I realized
the way I had been speaking). This is just to repeat what hap-
pened, not to explain it.

Whatever the explanation may be (perhaps some slip-up in the
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verbal processing unit of my brain), the point is that, just as the
property A-H described a few pages back will elicit the report
‘There is a horse in front of me’ even on occasions when no horse
is present in the environment, so there is a complex property of
my total mind-set which will elicit ‘I am having a sensation of
blue’, when I am not having the sensation of blue (or, anyway,
would deny that 1 was if I were queried). No mechanism of
empirical association is perfect. If we decide to stipulate that 1
am having a sensation of blue whenever I am having a sensation
which elicits that report (or which elicits that report and is such
that the report does not seem ‘wrong’ to me on second thought),
then on folk psychological theory, and perhaps on scientific psy-
chological theory as well, there could be occasions when it will
be true that I am having a sensation of blue by this criterion
although, for one of a variety of reasons, the quality of the sen-
sation is not blue. Moreover, as Wittgenstein puts it, on such a
criterion, whatever seems right to me is going to be right — i.e.
the distinction between making a report of my sensation that
really is correct and making a report that seems to me to be
correct will have been abandoned. Perhaps we should abandon
or at least qualify it; perhaps, as Goodman seems to be suggest-
ing, the question of whether one is ‘really’ having the kind of
sensation one thinks one is makes no sense, apart from special
cases, such as the case in which one would take the report back
if queried; but to abandon this distinction is not a possible move
for a metaphysical realist, for the sharp distinction between what
really is the case and what one judges to be the case is precisely
what constitutes metaphysical realism.

Could one always be wrong about the quality of one’s past
sensations?

Another way to bring out what is involved is to consider the
question: ‘Could one always be wrong about one’s past sensa-
tions?” On the similitude theory, the answer is clearly ‘yes’. For
according to that theory, my previous sensations either are or
aren’t similar to the sensations I now describe by the various
verbal labels ‘sensation of red’, ‘pain’, etc., and whether they are
or aren’t is a totally different question from whether I then class-
ified them under those same verbal labels. Perhaps the world is
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such that what we call a ‘sensation of red’ at an even numbered
minute from the beginning of the Christian Era is actually simi-
lar in quality to what we call a ‘sensation of green’ at an odd-
numbered minute, but our memory always deceives us in such a
way that we never notice. Then the sensation I classified under
the verbal label ‘sensation of red’ one minute ago would not be
similar to the sensation [ now classify under that same label.

There is something very odd about this alleged possibility,
however. For one thing, the sense in which ‘I would never notice’
is very strong: if I treat my ‘sensations of red’ at different times
as reliable signs of the various correlated physical occurrences
(such as fire, the signal to stop, etc.) then I will be successful in
all my actions. The ‘wrong’ similarity class (the class that lumps
together the sensations I call sensations of red, in spite of the fact
that they are not ‘really’ all of the same ‘quality’) would be the
one that I had better use in connection with my problem-solving
activities. But then is it really the wrong similarity class?

If we don’t suppose that the notion of similarity is self-
interpreting, then this case could be redescribed as a case in
which the relation called ‘similarity’ by the external observer
who is telling us about the case simply differs from the relation
called ‘similarity’ by us. If we take this view, then the hypothesis
that we are ‘really’” wrong about our past sensations collapses:
from an internalist point of view there is no intelligible notion of
sensations at different times being ‘similar’ apart from our stan-
dards of rational acceptability.

The correspondence theory of truth again

By now the reader may be convinced that the similitude theory
of reference is thoroughly dead. But why should we conclude
that the correspondence theory of truth must be given up? Even
if the notion of a ‘similarity’ between our concepts and what
they refer to doesn’t work, couldn’t there be some kind of an
abstract isomorphism, or, if not literally an isomorphism, some
kind of abstract mapping of concepts onto things in the (mind-
independent) world? Couldn’t truth be defined in terms of such
an isomorphism or mapping?

The trouble with this suggestion is not that correspondences
between words or concepts and other entities don’t exist, but



Two philosophical perspectives 73

that too many correspondences exist. To pick out just one cor-
respondence between words or mental signs and mind-
independent things we would have already to have referential
access to the mind-independent things. You can’t single out a
correspondence between two things by just squeezing one of
them hard (or doing anything else to just one of them); you can-
not single out a correspondence between our concepts and the
supposed noumenal objects without access to the noumenal
objects.

One way to see this is the following. Sometimes incompatible
theories can actually be intertranslatable. For example, if New-
tonian physics were true, then every single physical event could
be described in two ways: in terms of particles acting at a dis-
tance, across empty space (which is how Newton described grav-
itation as acting), or in terms of particles acting on fields which
act on other fields (or other parts of the same field), which finally
act ‘locally’ on other particles. For example, the Maxwell equa-
tions, which describe the behavior of the electro-magnetic field,
are mathematically equivalent to a theory in which there are
only action-at-a-distance forces between particles, attracting and
repelling according to the inverse square law, travelling not
instantaneously but rather at the speed of light (‘retarded poten-
tials’). The Maxwell field theory and the retarded potential the-
ory are incompatible from a metaphysical point of view, since
either there are or there aren’t causal agencies (the ‘fields’) which
mediate the action of separated particles on each other (a realist
would say). But the two theories are mathematically intertrans-
latable. So if there is a ‘correspondence’ to the noumenal things
which makes one of them true, then one can define another cor-
respondence which makes the other theory true. If all it takes to
make a theory true is abstract correspondence (never mind
which), then incompatible theories can be true.

To an internalist this is not objectionable: why should there
not sometimes be equally coherent but incompatible conceptual
schemes which fit our experiential beliefs equally well? If truth
is not (unique) correspondence then the possibility of a certain
pluralism is opened up. But the motive of the metaphysical real-
ist is to save the notion of the God’s Eye Point of View, i.e. the
One True Theory.

Not only may there be correspondence between objects and
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(what we take to be) incompatible theories (i.e. the same objects
can be what logicians call a ‘model’ for incompatible theories),
but even if we fix the theory and fix the objects there are (if the
number of objects is infinite) infinitely many different ways in
which the same objects can be used to make a model for a given
theory. This simply states in mathematical language the intuitive
fact that to single out a correspondence between two domains
one needs some independent access to both domains.

What we have is the demise of a theory that lasted for over
two thousand years. That it persisted so long and in so many
forms in spite of the internal contradictions and obscurities
which were present from the beginning testifies to the natural-
ness and the strength of the desire for a God’s Eye View. Kant,
who first taught us that this desire is unfulfillable, thought that it
was nonetheless built into our rational nature itself (he suggested
sublimating this ‘totalizing’ impulse in the project of trying to
realize ‘the highest good in the world’ by reconciling the moral
and empirical orders in a perfected system of social institutions
and individual relationships). The continued presence of this
natural but unfulfillable impulse is, perhaps, a deep cause of the
false monisms and false dualisms which proliferate in our cul-
ture; be this as it may, we are left without the God’s Eye View.
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