


















































































































































































































































































































































































































































Propositional
Objects

A declarative sentence is usu-
ally true or false. But your typical declarative sentence is not
fixedly true or false. It is true on one occasion and false on an-
other, because of the tenses of its verbs and the varying refer-
ences of its pronouns or demonstrative adverbs or other in-
dicator words. By incorporating additional information into
the sentence, such as dates and the names of persons and
places, we can obtain an eternal sentence: one that is fixedly
true or false. Thus an eternal sentence need not be a law of
mathematics or of nature; it can also be a report of a passing
event.

Now a proposition is the meaning of a sentence. More pre-
cisely, since propositions are supposed to be true or false once
and for all, a proposition is the meaning of an eternal sentence.
More precisely still, it is the cognitive meaning of an eternal
sentence; that is, just so much of the meaning as affects the
truth value of the sentence and not its poetic quality or its
affective tone.

Not that this is precise. The word “meaning” survives in my
explanation, and it covers a multitude of sins. When I explain
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propositions as the cognitive meanings of eternal sentences, I
am merely telling you which of various unsatisfactory notions
it is that I am going to be worrying about.

I shall speak of why the notion of proposition or something
like it seems to be wanted, and I shall speak of obstacles to
rendering it satisfactory. Also I shall bring up other notions
somewhat akin to that of proposition, and consider whether
these might do some of the work for which propositions had
been wanted. It is because of these other notions that instead
of giving my subject simply as “Propositions” I have given it
yet more vaguely as “Propositional Objects.” I mean the term
to apply to any of the things that might be proposed as mean-
ings of sentences or as objects of the propositional attitudes.

The trouble with propositions, as the cognitive meanings of
eternal sentences, is individuation. Given two eternal sen-
tences, themselves visibly different as linguistic forms, it is not
sufficiently clear under what circumstances to say that they
mean the same proposition. It is on this score that the sen-
tences are less dubious entities than the propositions.

L. J. Cohen sees matters differently. He is prepared to ac-
cept meanings in one or another sense to play propositional
roles, but he is not prepared to recognize eternal sentences for
them to be meanings of. “No language-sentence whatever can
be relied on to maintain its truth-value invariant under all cir-
cumstances,” he writes.! What he is worried about is semantic
change in language from time to time or from speaker to
speaker. We cannot disallow this factor by stipulating that
sameness of language is intended, because, he says, when word
forms are the same, there is no saying what to count as doc-
trinal disagreement and what to count as linguistic disagree-
ment.

1L. J. Cohen, The Diversity of Meaning (London: Methuen, 1962),
p. 232.
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Now I can sympathize with this remark, but let us see just
how it bears on the notion of eternal sentence. It bears cer-
tainly on whether a sentence can be relied on to remain ac-
cepted as true. A man may change his verdict, and we may not
know whether to account this a change of language in the
given case. But truth value is not verdict. The semantics of
truth is linked to verbal behavior only less directly. When a
man changes his verdict on an eternal sentence, now denying
it, say, the significant thing is that he will hold also that the
sentence always was really false; he will not say that his earlier
verdict was right too and this is just a different case. He may
say he has changed his mind, or he may doubt having made
the earlier verdict, or he may say he has changed his language,
that is, that he is using a word differently.

The subtlety of the matter can be brought out by reflecting
that a sentence may even be an eternal sentence for a speaker
at one time and not at another. Maybe someone can devise a
natural example of this. It would have to be a case of linguistic
change. And it would still be right to say of the sentence, on
the earlier occasion, that it is true forever or false forever. Qua
sentence of that language, of course.

Cohen could rightly say, then, that whether a sentence is
eternal depends on what language you are thinking of it as a
sentence of. If there is a language in which the form of words
“It is raining” means “Iron is a metal,” then “It is raining” is an
eternal sentence for that language and not for English. But this
brand of relativity applies to mere truth as well as to eter-
nality. We all know that truth values, applied to sentences, de-
pend on a language parameter; a sentence may by phonetic
accident be true here and now as a sentence of one language
and false here and now as a sentence of another. The notion of
an eternal sentence is only as badly off as the notion of a sen-
tence’s being true here and now. But this, I must say, is bad
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enough. I dislike imagining a tacit subscript on the word
“true,” or “eternal,” specifying the language. A trouble with the
notion of a language is that it, like the very notion of proposi-
tion or meaning that I have complained about, has been given
no satisfactory principle of individuation.

One use that has been made of propositions, in order to
dodge the relativity to language, is as truth vehicles: proposi-
tions, it is said, and not sentences are what are true or false.
But it seems exorbitant to posit propositions for this purpose.
Being true or false does not depend on how propositions are
individuated, after all, and yet the notion of proposition itself
does. In Word and Object (p. 208), consequently, I favored
taking the eternal sentences themselves as the truth vehicles.
They are better than other sentences, at any rate, as being true
or false independently of time, place, speaker, and the like.
But they are as bad as other sentences in admitting of variation
in truth value from one language to another.

To resort to propositions for the purpose of truth vehicles
does not solve the problem, however; it merely gives up on it.

Another alternative to consider, as truth vehicle, is the con-
crete event of utterance. I wonder whether we can agree that
no such event is bilingual, even when the speaker is bilingual
and the form of words belongs by coincidence to both his lan-
guages and has opposite truth values in the two. It may be felt
that to concede this is to assume covertly an unanalyzed dis-
tinction between meanings in the speaker’s mind, and that we
could as well accept those meanings as propositions and be
done with it. At any rate Scheffler has used utterance events,
not as truth vehicles but as objects of propositional attitudes,
in the belief that he thus avoided the language-identification
problem.?

2 “An inscriptional approach to indirect quotation,” Analysis 14 (1954),
83-90.
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I suppose the thing to do is to look upon that infinitely rare
bilingual coincidence simply as an ambiguous utterance. So the
plan I now propose is to take as truth vehicles not eternal sen-
tences but eternal-sentence utterance events: utterances of sen-
tences that are eternal sentences for the utterer at the time; or,
to revert to language language, utterances of sentences that are
eternal sentences of the language that the utterer is speaking at
the time.

But utterance events present a new difficulty as truth vehi-
cles: the difficulty that only a finite and therefore infinitesimal
proportion of our sentences ever get uttered, even if we count
writing as uttering. Such laws as that any two falsehoods form
a false alternation, and any two truths form a true conjunction,
become hard to construe if the existence of utterances matters.
We would seem driven at that point to contrary-to-fact condi-
tionals, and thus out of the frying pan into the fire. It is a diffi-
culty that did not arise as long as we talked of sentences, lin-
guistic forms rather than of utterance events, because a
sentence can be thought of as simply the sequence, not in the
historical but in the mathematical sense, of its successive letters
or phonemes. Sentences in this sense will always exist, regard-
less of utterance, and not vacuously as the null class, either, if
we allow a modicum of set theory.

What, then, to do about utterance events as truth vehicles? I
have two ideas. The first one is that we explain existing logical
theory as a convenient schematism that can be applied to give
right results when suitable existence conditions in respect of
utterances happen to be met. This idea would take some work-
ing out. The second idea is that we let the truth vehicles be the
eternal sentences after all, as they were in Word and Object,
and then just find a way of tolerating the tacit dependence of
truth and eternality upon a language parameter.

I suggest that we assign to that parameter, as its value, the
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language that the speaker is speaking when his tacit use of the
parameter takes place. This ego-directed parameter does not
really raise the general problem of individuation of languages,
though my use of the word “language” would seem to raise it.
For it is enough that the speaker’s own total present speech
dispositions be taken as the value of the parameter.

Dispositions. Out of the frying pan into the fire again? I
think not. We are always involved in talk of dispositions, even
in the most empirical studies of speech behavior and of natural
phenomena generally. A disposition to do a certain thing when
stimulated in a certain way is a mechanism, already mechani-
cally understood or not, in the organism; and the name of the
disposition tells us how to gather evidence of varying conclu-
siveness for its presence. We cannot gather much evidence at a
given moment for a speaker’s range of speech dispositions at
that moment, true. But we can gather, for his dispositions at a
moment, much evidence at other moments: indirect evidence
from which we reason according to plausible psychological
theories and generalizations regarding the persistence of habits
and other matters.

So much for propositions as truth vehicles. Now another
purpose for which propositions have long been thought to be
needed is as objects of the propositional attitudes of believing,
wishing, striving, regretting, and the like. Here the individua-
tion problem is acute. We quote a man’s previously enunciated
belief in our own words; what changes of phrasing will have
made a different belief of it, perhaps falsifying our imputation
of it to him? Here an over-fine individuation would do no
harm; we would merely get excessively discriminated beliefs
moving in bundles. But an over-coarse individuation would be
harmful. As for other contexts, some are sensitive in both direc-
tions. For instance, suppose I say I have given up precisely
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three beliefs since lunch. An over-coarse individuation could
reduce the number to two, and an over-fine one could raise it
to four.

It is conceivable, for that matter, that different principles of
individuation, hence different senses of “proposition,” might be
wanted for different propositional attitudes. An individuation
of propositions that is proposed in some philosophical connec-
tions makes sentences mean identical propositions when and
only when the biconditional of the sentences is analytic; and
this does seem to be too coarse an individuation for the pur-
poses of a theory of belief. But I am speaking impressionisti-
cally, for there is not to my knowledge an acceptably clear no-
tion of analyticity, let alone an individuation of beliefs.

A discouraging thing about the propositional attitudes is that
the very obstacles to a satisfactory individuation of their ob-
jects are obstacles also to a clear interpretation of the idioms of
propositional attitude even apart from their objects. Thus take
belief. If I repudiate beliefs as objects, I give up saying things
like “I have stopped believing something (or three things)
since lunch.” I can still profess and impute beliefs explicitly,
one by one. I can still say that I believe that the faces of the
Great Pyramid are equilateral; this I can say even though
denying that there are any such things as that the faces of the
pyramid are equilateral, along with there being such things as
I and the pyramid and its faces. But in repudiating beliefs as
objects what do I gain? The problem whether, in believing the
faces equilateral, I ipso facto believe them equiangular, is of a
piece with the individuation problem and it is still there to
confront us when the beliefs as objects are dropped.

In Word and Object (p. 218), I suggest that the question
how far we can rephrase a belief, and not lose the right to im-
pute it, depends on our purpose in imputing it. Correspond-
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ingly for propositional attitudes other than belief. This being
the case, there is no hope of a general translation of the idioms
of propositional attitude into other and more objective terms.
In each particular case, knowing the circumstances, we may be
able to say something in other terms that would be no less use-
ful as an aid to transacting some business in hand; but we can
hope for no verbal equivalent of “a believes that p,” even for
given “a” and “p,” that is independent of the circumstances
under which it may have been said that a believes that p. The
situation is like that of indicator words: You cannot eliminate
indicator words by paraphrasing a sentence without regard to
the date or other circumstances of its utterance. So in Word
and Object (p. 221) I left the idioms of propositional attitude
in a second-grade status, along with the indicator words: the
status of useful vernacular having no place in the austere ap-
paratus of scientific theory.

I think none of us is uncomfortable about relegating the in-
dicator words to that status, despite their utility. We under-
stand both why they are useful and why they would bring no
enrichment to the vocabulary of scientific law. We can foresee
how in each particular situation we would set about circum-
venting an indicator word. Over relegating the idioms of
propositional attitude, however, one is less comfortable. One
has a sense of genuine loss.

We like to say for instance that the cat wants to get on to the
roof, or is afraid the dog will hurt him. In so saying we purport
to relate the cat perhaps to a state of affairs. The cat wants, or
fears, the state of affairs. His wanting or fearing is a strictly
physiological affair, granted, and our evidence for it is our ob-
servation of the cat’s overt behavior. But the particular range
of possible physiological states, each of which would count as a
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case of wanting to get on to that particular roof, is a gerry-
mandered range of states that could surely not be encapsulated
in any manageable anatomical description even if we knew all
about cats. Again the range of possible sequences of overt be-
havior, each of which would count as evidence of wanting to
get on to that particular roof, is a gerrymandered range that
cannot be encapsulated in any compact behavioral description.
Relations to states of affairs, such relations as wanting and
fearing, afford some very special and seemingly indispensable
ways of grouping events in the natural world.

Our philosophical difficulties over them have perhaps arisen
in part from the sentential bias of our idioms of propositional
attitude. These idioms all follow the pattern of indirect quota-
tion, and so involve us in the problem of limits of allowable
variation of the subordinate sentence. Such a textual problem
seems ludicrously irrelevant when we come to dumb animals;
what the cat wants is a simple matter of superposition with re-
spect to the roof, by whatever name. Can we perhaps accom-
modate some primitive cases, at least, of the propositional atti-
tudes by talking of states of affairs, in some sense of the term
very unlike the idea of proposition or of sentence?

Let us begin by thinking of a state of affairs as a class of
possible worlds: the class of all the possible worlds in which,
intuitively speaking, that state of affairs would be realized.
What then is a possible world? To simplify matters let us ac-
cept for a while an old-fashioned physics according to which,
as Democritus held, all atoms are homogeneous in substance
and differ only in size, shape, position, and motion. Let us sup-
pose further that space is Euclidean.

Now when this much is granted, there remain for each point
in space just two possible states: the point may lie within some
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particle or it may be empty. Each distribution of these states
over all the points of space may be seen, not yet quite as a pos-
sible world, but as a possible momentary world state.

It is somewhat as if we were taking possible world states as
state descriptions in Camap’s sense, and taking our sole predi-
cate as the predicate “occupied,” and taking our individual
constants as the names of the points of space. But this is not
quite it. One objection to state descriptions is that each indi-
vidual would have to have a name. Our individuals are here
the points of space and we know that they are not all name-
able, since they are indenumerable while names are denu-
merable. The virtue of taking a possible world state as an
exhaustive assignment of “occupied” or “empty,” “yes” or “no,”
to points of space, is that the assignment does not have to be
seen as a state description; it does not have to be verbal. It can
simply be identified with the aggregate of the occupied points
themselves. Each portion of space, big or little, compact or
scattered, may thus be accounted a possible world state. Real-
ization of that world state would consist in there being matter
at each of those points of space and none elsewhere.

What are points, though, and what is space? Would we be
committed to two sorts of individuals, namely points of space
and portions of matter? No, we can by-pass the points by
adopting a system of coordinates and speaking of triples of
real numbers. Our ontology then requires only portions of mat-
ter, as individuals, and the usual superstructure of classes of
individuals, classes of such classes, and so on. The real num-
bers find their place in the third or fourth story of this edifice,
as is well known.

On this approach, a possible world state becomes simply any
class of triples of real numbers. To any such class we equate
what, intuitively, would be called the possible world state that
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has matter at just the positions given by number triples in the
class.

I passed over a compelling reason for shifting from points to
number triples. There is the desire for ontological economy;
there is the puzzle over just what a point might otherwise be;
but also, and more compellingly, there is the relativity of posi-
tion. Unless we are prepared to believe that absolute position
makes sense, the very idea of a point as an entity in its own
right must be rejected as not merely mysterious but absurd.
And notice that I am not speaking of Einstein’s relativity here;
I am speaking of Leibniz’s.

Actually a problem of relativity of position is still with us
when we give up the points in favor of the number triples. The
assigning of numbers depends on an arbitrary choice of coor-
dinates; this would be arbitrary even if position itself were
absolute. A possible world state should continue to be the same
possible world state when we shift or rotate the coordinate
axes; yet this changes the number triples.

The version of a possible world state as a class of number
triples is thus still in trouble. But we can rise above the trouble
by ascending one more level and taking a possible world state
rather as a class of classes of number triples. Instead of taking
it as a particular class C of triples we take it as the class of all
the classes into which C could be carried by translation and
rotation of coordinate axes. Described figuratively in terms
of points again instead of triples, what has happened is that
instead of taking a possible world state as a point set we are
taking it as the class of all point sets congruent to a given point
set.

We have thus risen above the arbitrariness of position and
orientation of coordinate axes. That much, I remarked, would
have been arbitrary even if position itself were absolute. But
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note now that our correction has in fact achieved the desired
relativity on both counts. In abstracting from differences of co-
ordinate axes it leaves no way whereby we could mark abso-
lute positions if we wanted to. Happily we do not want to. If
we believed in absolute space we should have had, perhaps, to
accept some still admittedly arbitrary system of coordinates to
go with it.

As it is, our new possible world states are free of all taint of
absolute place and of arbitrary coordinates. Arbitrariness, even
so, remains in another quarter: the arbitrariness of the units
for measuring distance. Switching from feet to inches has the
effect of multiplying all the numbers in our number triples by
twelve, and so changing our possible world state to another, if
a possible world state is a class of classes of number triples as
last conceived; and this is intolerable, since surely a possible
world state should not really be changed by describing it in
inches instead of feet.

We eliminated the previous arbitrariness by taking a possi-
ble world state not as a class of triples C, but as the class of all
the classes into which C could be converted by changing the
axes. Now we can eliminate the arbitrariness of unit by further
generalization, taking a possible world state as the class of all
classes into which a class C of triples can be converted by
changing the axes and multiplying all numbers by a constant.
In geometrical language, we are now taking a possible world
state as the class of all the point sets that are geometrically
similar to a given point set; we settle for mere similarity now
instead of congruence.

The previous and lesser step of abstraction, which looked to
congruence, was seen to eliminate not only the arbitrariness of
axes but also any trace of absolute position. Of this we were
glad. Now similarly this new step of abstraction eliminates not
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only the arbitrariness of units of measure but also any trace of
absolute size. Have we now gone too far? If size is absolute, if
it makes sense to speak of a world in which all things are twice
as big and twice as far apart as they are in ours, then we have
thrown away too much. We have provided for uniform change
of all numbers without change of world state; in so doing we
made the choice of units immaterial, as desired, but we made
absolute size immaterial also apart from units. If this is unde-
sirable, we must perhaps go back and allow some admittedly
arbitrary unit of measure after all.

But I am inclined to welcome relativity of size, or distance,
as well as that of position. Grant, for instance, that absolute
mass plays a role in the actual laws of physics which absolute
position does not; still we could declare everywhere a uniform
change in absolute mass by making a systematic compensatory
change in the laws themselves. The combined maneuver is still
of the empty verbal kind that we like to regard as carrying a
possible world state only into itself.

Very well, then: a possible world state is any class whose
members are all the classes that are geometrically similar to
some one class of number triples. For brevity I apply the geo-
metrical predicate directly to the class of number triples; the
proper algebraic meaning of it can of course be spelled out.

A possible world, finally can be explained in somewhat the
same way but with four dimensions, representing space-time.
A possible world becomes, roughly, any class whose members
are all the classes that are geometrically similar to some one
class of number quadruples. But not quite. In one way this is
too broad, in another too narrow. It is too broad in that
whereas we wanted in the three-dimensional case to allow all
rotations of axes, in the four-dimensional case we want the
fourth axis, time, to stay untilted. For remember that we are
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still in pre-Einstein space-time. And it is too narrow in that
whereas we wanted in the three-dimensional case to allow all
numbers to be changed only by a constant factor, in the four-
dimensional case we are content to let the fourth or time coor-
dinate be multiplied by a factor different from that of the
other coordinates. The point here is that, being still in pre-
Einstein space-time, we are indifferent as to how many feet in
space are geometrically equated to a second in time. In short,
in passing from the account of possible world states in three
dimensions to the account of possible worlds in four dimen-
sions we modify the geometrical-similarity stipulation in these
two ways: we strengthen it by requiring that things preserve
their polarization with respect to the fourth dimension, and we
relax it by permitting a uniform stretching in the fourth di-
mension.

This explication of possible worlds is predicated on the view
that every possible world has homogeneous matter, Euclidean
space, and a time dimension independent of frame of refer-
ence. These traits, being then traits of all possible worlds, rate
as necessary. The view is debatable, since the real world is be-
lieved to lack all three traits.

One thing good about this version of possible worlds, never-
theless, is that it stays within a clear extensional ontology. I ex-
pect that while still staying within these terms we could com-
plicate it to suit current physics. We might devise a version
compatible with current physics and incompatible with worlds
of the foregoing sort, or, what would be more difficult still, we
might arrive at a version sufficiently broad and neutral to cover
the lot. Either outcome would represent a particular decision
as to what to count as possible, in an extra-logical and some-
what arbitrary sense of the term. But meanwhile I think it will
be little strain on our imaginations to imagine that the facts of
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physics are of the homelier sort to which my detailed version
of possible worlds was directed. This is a version that we can
easily keep in mind, and it will be no less relevant to the fur-
ther points I want to make than a more sophisticated version
would be.

What the cat wants, then, is the state of affairs that is the
class of all possible worlds in which he is on that roof. What he
fears is the class of all possible worlds in which the dog has
him. What I believe is the class of all possible worlds in which
the Great Pyramid has equilateral faces. Another thing I be-
lieve is the class of all possible worlds in which Cicero de-
nounced Catiline.

The matter of individuation that had worried us in proposi-
tions is satisfactorily settled for states of affairs. The worlds in
which the pyra{mid’s faces are equilateral are indeed the
worlds in which they are equiangular; not an atom is dis-
crepant. However, there are new troubles. How is Catiline to
be identified in the various possible worlds? Must he have
been named “Catiline” in each, in order to qualify? How much
can his life differ from the real life of Catiline without his ceas-
ing to be our Catiline and having to be seen as another man of
that name? Or again, how much can the pyramid differ from
the real one? It will have to differ a little in shape, if my belief
about it happens in fact to be mistaken. Is it sufficient, for its
identification in other worlds, that it have been built by
Cheops? How much then can his life differ from the real life of
Cheops without his ceasing to be our Cheops?

Even the cat cases are troublesome. In a possible world with
many similar cats and dogs and roofs, which cat is to be he?
One of these possible worlds will have a cat like him on a roof
like his, and another cat like him in the dog’s jaws; does it be-
long to both the desired state of affairs and the feared one?



154 1 Propositional Objects

The cat examples suggest that in abstracting from the par-
ticular placement of coordinate axes I went too far. Perhaps
we should keep the origin fixed, thus allowing rotation of axes
but no shifting of them. The entertainer of the propositional
attitude can then be identified as the organism at the origin.
This will not take care of the Cicero-Catiline example nor the
pyramid example, but it will take care of the cat examples.
Each of the possible worlds suited to the cat examples will
have its center or origin in the midst of a cat—say at the center
of gravity of the cat’s pineal gland. The cat will not stay at the
spatial origin through all time; that is, he will not cling always
to the time axis; but he will be at the spatial origin at time 0,
and that will identify him as the cat in the attitude.

What we have now are what we may call centered states of
affairs. Each is a class of centered possible worlds. Each cen-
tered possible world is the class of all the classes of number
quadruples that can be got from some one class of number
quadruples by multiplying the first three numbers by a con-
stant factor, multiplying the fourth number by a perhaps
different constant, and performing the operations that corre-
spond to a rotation of the first three axes. Notice that the time
axis stays fixed now; for it was to stay untilted before, and we
have now disallowed the shifting of any axes.

So I am suggesting that the objects of propositional attitudes
may in some primitive cases, such as the cat examples, be
taken as centered states of affairs. This does not cover selfless
examples such as the beliefs about Cicero and the pyramid,
and whether it may help to open a line of approach to them I
cannot say. At any rate the egocentric propositional attitudes,
those of wishing or hoping or fearing or trying or expecting to
be in some sort of physical situation, seem to be the most prim-
itive ones; and they are covered. Perhaps these are the only
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ones that a dumb animal can reasonably be said to entertain; I
expect the others presuppose language.

If we are to deal only with the egocentric propositional atti-
tudes, however, it would seem that even these centered states
of affairs take in a lot of unnecessary territory. If the human or
feline animal under consideration is attitudinizing strictly
about what might hit him, then, instead of taking account of
all the possibilities of occupiedness and emptiness on the part
of all the points of space-time, we could as well limit our atten-
tion to the surface of our self-centered animal and take ac-
count merely of the possibilities of activation and inactivation
of its several nerve endings. The possibilities in short, of sen-
sory input. We can limit our attentions to the organism, letting
the rest of the world go its way, and the organism will be none
the wiser. Save the surface and you save all. Activate its sur-
face, scratch its back, and the organism will ask no more.

Instead therefore of a cosmic distribution of binary choices
(occupied vs. empty) over the points of space-time, what we
have to consider is a distribution of binary choices (activated
vs. quiescent) over the sensory receptors of our target animal.
Each such distribution is a possible world in our new sense—
or, as we may better entitle it, a stimulation pattern. Then, in-
stead of taking as object of the propositional attitude a state of
affairs in the sense of the range of possible worlds that show
the cat on the roof, we can take as object the range of stimula-
tion patterns that go with his being on the roof. Patterns of
stimulation of the cat himself.

A range of possible worlds was a state of affairs. What now
is a range of stimulation patterns? It is what I called, in Word
and Object, an affirmative stimulus meaning; or let us just say
now a stimulus meaning. In Word and Object I talked of stim-
ulus meanings of occasion sentences; the stimulus meaning of
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“It’s raining” is the range of stimulation patterns that would
prompt a speaker of the language to assent to “It’s raining” if
asked. And now these same stimulus meanings—these same
ranges of stimulation patterns, though not necessarily allocated
to sentences—have turned up as objects of the egocentric
propositional attitudes for cats and others.

I like this effect of linking species. After all, the association
of an observation sentence with a stimulus meaning is the most
primitive phase of language. It is what the infant accomplishes
first, in the course of acquiring language, and it is perforce the
field linguist’s entering wedge into radical translation. Stimulus
meanings are there for sentences to mean, some of them, when
sentences happen along, and they are there also as objects for
the egocentric propositional attitudes, be the attitudinists
human or feline. I do not offer any theory of mental imagery
applicable to cats or to people. It is just that I am cheered by
the hint, however slight, of a common treatment.

See also that we are brought around to something reminis-
cent of an earlier phase in our considerations. Propositions
were thought of as meanings of sentences, and also as the ob-
jects of the propositional attitudes. And now here are our stim-
ulus meanings, functioning both as the meanings of some sen-
tences and as the objects of some propositional attitudes.
However, stimulus meanings are remote as can be from propo-
sitions in the sense of meanings of eternal sentences. They are
meanings, on a reasonable usage of “meaning,” only of obser-
vation sentences.

Whatever may have been felt about relegating idioms of
propositional attitudes to a status of second-rate vernacular,
we may be sure that some notion of stimulus meaning is
needed at the austerest scientific level. If stimulus meanings
are good objects for primitive propositional attitudes, then
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primitive propositional attitudes are assured at last of their ob-
jects. For obviously any treatment of language as a natural
phenomenon must start with the recognition that certain utter-
ances are keyed to ranges of sensory stimulation pattems; and
these ranges are what the stimulus meanings are.

And yet there is, in the detail of the underlying notion of
stimulation pattern, a cause for worry. It seems vital that in
correlating one subject’s verbal behavior with another’s, for in-
stance as a basis for translating one language into another, we
be able to equate one subject’s stimulation to another’s. Yet
how are we to do so? If we construe stimulation patterns my
way, we cannot equate them without supposing homology of
receptors; and this is absurd, not only because full homology is
implausible, but because it surely ought not to matter.

The problem is stubbom even in computer theory. What
does it mean to say that two machines are given the same
input? I am speaking here not of a sharing of the input energy,
of course, but of full similarity of the two input events for the
two machines, where the machines differ. Say we send sixty
volts into each machine; does this mean sameness of input?
What if in the one machine the first effect of the electricity is
to start a motor, and in the other its first effect is to sensitize a
photoelectric eye? The question is, in part, how far to pursue
the input into the machine and still call it input. And surely
there is no answer. In practice we define input for a particular
machine in such a way as to simplify our theory of program-
ing that machine; and then we can say what constitutes same-
ness of input for machines of that model, and not much be-
yond.

What psychologists have said about stimulation has mostly
either been independent of any equating of stimulation from
subject to subject, or has involved the equating only of some
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specific stimulations without raising the general problem. It is
when we turn to language theory that the problem becomes
acute. Being social, language depends on associating utter-
ances with stimulations that can be publicly identified in their
recurrences from occasion to occasion and speaker to speaker.

It is the stimulation at the bodily surface that counts, and
not just the objective existence of objects of reference off in the
distance, nor yet the events deep inside the body. Even a prim-
itive mother, in encouraging or discouraging a child’s use of a
word on a given occasion, will consider whether the relevant
object is visible from where the child sits. And even a highly
civilized mother is content, when checking the child’s testi-
mony against the child’s data, not to penetrate the child’s sur-
face. The bodily surface would thus seem to be, for an activity
ever subject to social adjustment as language is, the best
boundary at which to define input. And yet, when we come to
the seemingly essential business of saying what it is for two
people to be stimulated alike, we tangle with the myth of
homologous nerve endings. What will we do when we get to
Mars? Just because we and the Martians cannot match up
nerve endings, must we despair of relating our languages?

There is an odd irony here. We had been worrying whether
scientific sense could be made of mentalistic idioms of proposi-
tional attitude, and now we seem unable even to negotiate the
A-B-Cs of behavioristic psychology; we are stopped by the no-
tion of a stimulus.

The trouble is really, of course, the intersubjective equating
of stimulations. I see no fault in defining the sensory stimula-
tion of a person at a time as the triggering, at that time, of all
of a subclass of his sensory receptors. I see no fault, either, in
defining a pattern of stimulation of that person simply as a
subclass of his sensory receptors; realization of the pattern is



Propositional Objects 1 159

then the stimulation that consists in activating all and only the
receptors in that subclass. When it comes to the intersubjec-
tive, however, perhaps the most we can realistically speak of is
resemblance and not identity of stimulation patterns. All stim-
ulation patterns should perhaps be viewed as peculiar to indi-
vidual subjects, and as bearing intersubjective resemblances, at
best, based on approximate homologies of nerve endings. Per-
haps the relation of intersubjective stimulus synonymy of ob-
servation sentences could be redefined in terms of resemblance
rather than identity of stimulus meanings, and finally in terms
of near-homology of nerve endings. But this certainly seems a
long way around.

All such homology considerations are glaringly theoretical.
In practice we usually assure adequately similar stimulation of
two subjects by seeing to it that their bodies are reached by
similar barrages of outside forces and that the subjects are ori-
ented alike to the stimulus sources and, perhaps, that their
eyes are open. On these terms we can even compare a man and
a Martian, with never a thought of homologies beyond what
little may be required in order to settle on the proper way of
orienting the Martian to the stimulus sources.

The Martian might indeed make trouble for us by reacting
to forces to which the man is unresponsive and vice versa. The
triggering of a receptor is what counts, and this is why the
equating of stimulations for two subjects persists in raising
homology considerations when we try for an explicit theory.
Our rough and ready procedure of simply giving our two sub-
jects similar orientation to similar power sources works well in
practice, and for this we can be grateful. It works well because
of the anatomical resemblance of people. But for these simi-
larities language itself might not have been propagated.

I leave you, therefore, with a problem of theoretical formu-
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lation that carries no evident practical problem with it. It is the
problem of saying in general what it means for two subjects to
get the same stimulation, or, failing that, what it means for two
subjects to get more nearly the same stimulation than two
others.
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