ON THE REASONS FOR INDETERMINACY
OF TRANSLATION *

¥ gavagai example has figured too centrally in discussions

of the indeterminacy of translation. Readers see the ex-

. ample as the ground of the doctrine, and hope by resolv-

ing the example to cast doubt on the doctrine, ‘The real ground of
the doctrine is very different, broader and deeper,

Let us put translation aside for 2 while and think about phys-

cal theoty. Naturally it is underdetermined by past evidence; 2
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future observation can conflict with it. Naturally it is upderdeter-
mined by past and future evidence corbined, since some observable
event that conflicts with it can happen to go unobserved. Moreover
many people will agree, far beyond all this, that physical theory is
underdetermined even by all possible obsexrvations, Not to make a
mystery of this mode of possibility, what I mean is the following.
Consider all the observation seniences of the language: all the o¢-
casion sentences that ave suited for use in reporting observable
events in the external world.! Apply dates and positions to them in
all combinations, without regard to whether observers were at the
place and time. Some of these place-timed sentences will be true
and the others false, by virtue simply of the observable though.un-
observed past and future events in the world. Now my point about
physical theory is that physical theory is underdetermined even by
all these truths, Theory can still vary though all possible observa-
tions be fixed. Physical theories can be at odds with each other and
yet compatible with all possible data even in the broadest sense.
In a word, they can be logically incompatible and empirically equiv-
alent. This is 2 point on which I expect wide agreement, if only
because the ohservational criteria of theoretical terms are commeonly
so flexible and fragmentary, People who agree on this general point
need not agree as to how much of physical theory is empirically
unfixed in this strong sense; some will acknowledge such slack only
in the highest and most speculative reaches of physical theory, while
others see it as extending even to common:sénse traits of macroscopic
bodies, . :

Now let us turn to the radical transiation of a radically foreign
physicist’s theory. As always in radical translation, the starting point
is the equating of observation sentences of the two languages by an
inductive equating of stimilus meanings. In order afterward to con-
strue the foreigner’s theoretical sentences we have to project ana-
Iytical hypotheses, whose ultimate justification is substantially just
that the implied observation sentences match up. But now the same
old empirical slack, the old indeterminacy between. physical theories,
recurs in second intension. Insofar as the truth of a physical theory
is underdetermined by observables, the translation of the mcﬂ&mnmu.m
physical theory is underdetérmined by translation of his observation
sentences, If our physical theory can vary though all possible obset-
vations be fixed, then our trapslation of his physical theory can

1'The concept of observation sentence that I developed in §10 of Word and
Object gains perhaps some farther clarification in pp. 85-80 of Onlological Rela-
tivity and Oz_m er Essays (New York: Columbia University Press, 1068).
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vary though our translations of all possible ohservation reports on
his part be fixed. Our translation of his observation sentences no
more fixes our translation of his physical theory than our own pos-
sible observations fix our own physical theory.

The indeterminacy of translation is not just an instance of the
empirically underdetermined character of physics. The point is not
just that linguistics, being a part of behavioral science and hence
ultimately of physics, shares the empirically underdetermined char-
acter of physics. On the contrary, the indeterminacy of translation
is additional. Where physical theories 4 and B are both compatible
with all possible data, we might adopt 4 for ourselves and still re-
main free to translate the foreigner either as believing 4 or as be-
lieving B.

Such choice between 4 and B in translation could be guided by
simplicity. By imputing B to the foreigner we might come out with
shorter and more direct translations, and with less in the way of
elaborate contextual paraphrases, than by imputing 4 to him. That
is one possibility. A second possibility is that both choices, 4 and B,
require forbiddingly circuitous and cumbersome translation rules.
In this case we might regard the foreigner as holding neither 4 nor
B; ‘we might attribute to him rather some false physical theory
which we can refute, or some obscure one which we despair of pene-
trating, or we might even regard him as holding no coherent physi-
cal theory at all. But we can imagine also, third, the possibility that
m.mbnm B are both reasonably attributable. It might tum out that
.ssm.p Just moderate circuitousness of translation at certain points
la&mumumnn points—d and B could be imputed about equally well.
In this event no basis for a choice can be gained by exposing the
foreigner to new physical data and noting his verbal response, since
the theories 4 and B fit all possible observations equally well. No
vm&,q.. can be gained by interrogation in a theoretical vein, since
the Enmd..omwaoh would take place in the foreigner's language and
5o could itself be interpreted according to either plan. In this event
our choice would be determined simply by the accident of hitting
upon one of the two systems of translation first,

. The metapher of the black box, often so useful, can be mislead-
ing here. The problem is not one of hidden facts, such as might be
uncovered by learning more about the brain, physiology of thonght
processes. To expect a distinctive physical mechanism behind every
mmuﬁnm.mw distinct mental state is one thing; to expect a distinctive
EmnH..;.,EmB for every purported distinction that can be phrased in
traditional mentalistic language is another, The question whether,
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in the situation last described, the foreigner really believes 4 or be-
lieves rather B, is a question whose very significance I would put in
doubt. This is what I am getting at in arguing the indeterminacy
of translation.

My argument in these pages has been and will remain directed
to you who already agree that there can be logically incompatible
and empirically equivalent physical theories 4 and B. What degree
of indeterminacy of translation you must then recognize, granted
the force of my argument, will depend on the amount of empirical
slack that you are willing to acknowledge in physics. If you were
one of those who saw physics as empirically underdetermined only
in its highest theoretical reaches, then by the argument at hand I
can claim your concurrence in the indeterminacy of Qmm&mnoa. o.b#
of highly theoretical physics. For my own part, I think the empirical
slack in physics extends to ordinary traits of ordinary bodies and
hence that the indeterminacy of translation likewise affects that
level of discourse. But it is important, for those who would not go
s0 far, to note the graduation of liabilities.

Gavagai, whose troubles I shall now review, lay at an mﬁwan of
the scale, It was an observation sentence. Its stimulus Em.“mgm was
inductively well established, we supposed, coinciding 4.,:5 that of
‘Rabbit’.? Where indeterminacy threatened was in trying to mmﬁo
upon the divided reference of gavegai as a term: whether rabbits
or rabbit stages or undetached rabbit parts. Readers have Hmmwoﬂmwm
with suggestions of how, with help of screens E..oﬂwﬂ. m.,aﬁnnm.. we
might hope to give the native informant an inkling of the desired
distinctions and so settle the reference.

Ingenuity in this vein proves unrewarding because of vagueness
of purpose. The purpose cannot be to drive a Snmmm. between stimu-
lus meanings of observation sentences, thereby linking Qagmm“
tather to ‘Rabbit’ .than to ‘Rabbit stage’ or Undetached www._u:
part’; for the stimulus meanings of all these sentences are incon-
testably identical. They comprise the stimulations that would make
people think a rabbit was present. The purpose can only be to
settle what gavagai denotes for the ,ﬂumﬁ as a term. w:.: the whole
notion of terms and their denotation is bound up with our own
grammatical analysis of the sentences of our own language. It can

2 Strictly speaking, even this induction presupposes something like an ana
Iytical E%chﬂnmmm pw.. a small way: the decision as to what to take as Bmummm of
assent and dissent, See Word and Object, p. 80; also D. Davidson and .q.S n-
tikka, eds, Words and Objections (Dordrecht: Reidel, 1968), pp. 812, 317, or
Synthdse, x1x, 1/2 (December 1968): 284, 289.
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be projected on the native language only as we settle what to count
in the native language as analogues of our pronouns, identity, plu-
rals, and refated apparatus; and I urged in Word and Qbject that
there would be some freedom of choice on this score. Once such
choices are settled, on the other hand, however arbitrarily, the ques-
tion whether the gavagai are rabbits or stages or parts can be set-
tled too, by interrogation.

"The most to hope for from the screens and kindred aids, then,
is an indirect hint as to which of various analytical hypotheses re-
garding pronouns, identity, plurals, etc. might in the end work out
most naturally. When this kind of hint is available, should we say
that the supposed multiplicity of choices was not in fact open after
all? Or should we say that the choice is open but that we have
found a practical consideration that will help us in choosing? The
issue is palpably unreal, and the doctvine of the indeterminacy of
translation depends in no way upon it.

The gavagai example was at best an example only of the inscru-
tability of terms, not of the indeterminacy of translation of sen-
tences. As sentence, Gavagai had a translation that was unique to
within stimulus synonymy; for the occasion sentemces ‘Rabbit’,
‘Rabbit stage’, and ‘Undetached rabbit part’ are stimulnssynony-
mons and holophrastically interchangeable, The gavagai example
had only this indirect bearing on indeterminacy of translation of
sentences: one could jmagine with some plausibility that some
lengthy nonobservational sentences containing gavagei could be
found which would go into English in materiaily different ways
according as gavagai was equated with one. or another of the terms
xabbit', ‘rabbit stage’, ete. This whole effort was aimed not at proof
but ag helping the reader to reconcile the indetexminacy of transla-
tion imaginatively with the concrete reality of radical translation.
.u..JHS argument for the indeterminacy is another thing, as seen ear-
Her in this paper.

Over the inscrutability of terms itself there is Jttle room for de-
bate. A clear example from real life was seen in connection with
the Japanese classifiers.® This example makes it pretty clear, more-
over, that the inscrutability of terms need not always bring indeter-
minacy of sentence translation in its train, however the case may
be in particular with govagai. Again the questions raised by de-
forred ostension (op. cit), é.g, as between expressions and their
Godel numbers, are strictly a matter of inscrutability of terms.
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This, not the indeterminacy of translation, is the substance of onto-
logical relativity.

There are two ways of pressing the doctrine of indeterminacy of
translation to maximize its scope. I can press from above and press
from below, playing both ends against the middle. At the upper
end there is the argument, early in the present paper, which is
meant to persuade anyone to recognize the indeterminacy of trans-
lation of such portions of natural science as be is willing to regard
as underdetermined by all possible observations. I I can get peo-
Ple to see this empirical slack as affecting not just highly theoretical
physics but fairly common-sense talk of bodies, then I can get them
to concede indeterminacy of translation of fairly common-sense talk
of bodies. This I call pressing from abave.

By pressing from below I mean pressing whatever arguments for
indeterminacy of translation can be based on the inscrutability of
terms. I suppose Harman's example ¢ regarding natural numbers
comes under this head, theoretical though it is. It is that the sen-
tence ‘3 e 5" goes into a true sentence of set theory under von Neu-
mann’s way of construing natural numbers, but goes into a false one
under Zermelo’s way. But a limitation of this example, as Harman
récognizes, is that ‘3 « 5’ rates as nonsense apart from set-theoretic
explications of natural number.

In these pages I prefer not to speculate on how much better one
might do from below, or from above either. My purpose here is to
separate the issues and identify the arguments; and this may be
managed most effectively by leaving the reader to consider what

more might be proved.
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