QUINE’S ARGUMENT AGAINST THE IDEA OF LINGUISTIC RULES and/or KNOWLEDGE

Word and Object

Premise 1:  Radical Translation fails (Indeterminacy of translation)

Premise 2:  Since radical translation fails, attribution of linguistic knowledge is misguided.

RADICAL TRANSLATION (Premise 1)

The problem with the notion of meaning as semantic competence on the part of the speaker, is that it seems to ask us to move from a observation of behavior to some internal state.  Yet it is not clear that either (1) that there are internal rules governing l

And (2) that the access we appear to have (introspection) is a good measure of what is actually there.
To be conservative, we could try to define meaning purely in terms of behavior, without using introspection or other subjective methodology.  To know the word “rabbit” is to display certain behavior in the presence of rabbits.  Along these lines, Quine tries to analyze meaning in terms of something he call stimulus meaning.
The recovery of a man’s current language from his currently observed responses is the task of the linguist who, unaided by an interpreter, is out to penetrate and translate a language hitherto unknown.  All the objective data he has to go on are the forces that he sees impinging on the natives’ surfaces and the observable behavior, vocal and otherwise, of the native.  Such data evinces “meanings” only of the most objectively empirical or stimulus-linked variety.  (pp. 28-9)

Suppose you had to write the grammar for a language which has never been exposed to the outside world.  How would you start?


No information from a synchronized culture


No similarity between root verbs


No translation of basic terms (yes, no)

Quine:  To get started you would need to make some assumptions

The easiest expressions to learn are those relevant to a physically describable situation, one in which the speaker can respond to the linguist’s guesses about what their expressions mean.  

The situation Quine picks is one in which the native says the word “gavagai” just as a rabbit goes scurrying by.  This would seem to be the simplest of all cases, and yet Quine shows that it is more complicated than one might think.

Stimulus synonymy of the occasion sentences “Gavagai” and “Rabbit” does not even guarantee that ‘gavagai’ and ‘rabbit’ are coextensive terms, terms true of the same things.
For, consider ‘gavagai’.  Who knows but what the objects to which this term applies are not rabbits after all, but mere stages or brief temporal segments, of rabbits?  In either event the stimulus situations that prompt assent to ‘Gavagai’ would be the same as for ‘Rabbit.”  Or perhaps the objects to which ‘gavagai’ applies are all and sundry undetached parts of rabbits: again the stimulus meaning would register no difference.  When from the sameness of stimulus meanings of ‘Gavagai’ and ‘Rabbit’ the linguist leaps to the conclusion that a gavagai is a whole enduring rabbit, he is just taking fro granted that the native is enough like us to have a brief general term for rabbits and no brief general term for rabbit stages or parts. (Word and Object, 1960,pp. 51-2)
1. Lo, a rabbit.
2. Lo, a stage of a rabbit.

3. Lo, brief temporal segments of a rabbit.
4. Lo, undetached rabbit parts.

5. Hand me my bow and arrows.

6. I sure am hungry.
More experience with the native might help you rule out certain translations.  (If the speaker is holding his own bow and arrows, the utterance cannot be translated as #5.)

One of the first thing the linguist would have to do is to learn the meanings of “yes” and “no.”
HOLISM

This example seems to show that one cannot learn the meaning of one word in isolation from all others.

HOLISTIC DEFINTION OF MEANING

This view of meaning can be deduced from the verificationist view of meaning held by Carnap and the logical positivists when combined with Quine’s holism.

Premise 1:  Verificationism:  the meaning of a sentence is determined by its method of confirmation.

Premise 2:  Confirmation is holistic.







Therefore, meaning is holistic.  It’s not about words or sentences but only whole languages.

ARGUMENT AGAINST LINGUISTIC RULES AND/OR KNOWLEDGE 
There is no possible situation that can cause us to select one rule over another.
There is nothing preventing a linguist from arriving at more than one incompatible systems.

The linguist in the situation of radical translation cannot arrive at the “one true grammar” of the language in question.

Therefore, a linguist cannot arrive at one true grammar

Therefore, we should conclude that there are no rules known and used by the speaker.
Underdetermination




Indeterminacy
There is a fact about what individual 

There is no fact about what

Items mean in their language, but


rules are guiding the natives.

there’s no way to find out because 

of a lack of sufficient evidence.



