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Abstract 

Despite a pronoWlced rejection of psycho log ism at the tum of the previous century, 
contemporary epistemolo gy has witnessed its pervasive return This inquiry seeks to 
contribute to a philosophical resolution of the psychologism de bate, not by defending anti­
psychologism against its historical and contemporary objectors, but by offering a persp ective 
from which a viable anti-psychologism might be articulated. 

Psychologism about logic is a family of views asserting a dependency of logic on 
psycholo gy. Typically, such a dependence jeopardizes the o~ectivity and necessity of logic. 
Frequently, this dependency is established through the metaphysical claim that the subject 
matter of logic is psychological in nature. 

Metaphysical accoWlts oflogic explain its status and foundation in terms of its subject 
matter. Standard accounts have portrayed the subject matter of logic as a class of mental 
entities (ideas), abstract entities, or concrete, particular entities. Following a review of 
Frege's critiqu e of psycho logism (the first opt ion), I consider histo rical rep resent atives 0 f the 
two remaining alternatives: Frege's Platonism and Mill's empiricism. Witnessing the failings 
of each ofthese theories, I turn to a positivistic account which provides logic with a linguistic, 
rather than a metaphysical, foundation. 

As an alternative to metaphysical accounts, I consider the view that logic has no 
subject matter. I argue that metaphysical accounts oflo gic may be equivalently expressed as 
theses concerning the semantics of the logical ~xicon. Specifically, the question of 
psychologismmay be seen as the question of how to properly explain the semantics of the 
logical lexicon. I engage Quine's response to positivistic accounts of logic, arguing that his 
naturalised holism misconstrues logic's function in theory and its fuundation. I suggest that 
a pragrrntic accoWlt oflogic, focussing on the linguistic fWlction oflogicalexpressions in our 
language, may provi:le a viable alternative for explaining the nature and foundation of logic. 
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Introduction 

The Contemporary Revival of Psycho log ism 

§I.l - Psychologism, Past and Present 

Recent scho lars hip on the topic indicates that the thesis of psycho log ism, once derided 

and considered the bane of any philosophical theory, is now considered a plausible thesis, if 

not a necessary component of any feasible epistemology. 

This, at least, is the picture painted by authors such as Kusch, who writes, "[ a]s the 

[twentieth] century draws to a close, naturalism seems again the viable option it was one 

hundred years ago, and thus it does not seem too pretentious to suggest that our century will 

perhaps one day be caned 'the century of the rise and fall of antinaturalism' " (1995, 1). 

Similarly, Jacquette observes that there is a "peaceful coexistence of new varieties of 

psychologism with the anti-p sychologistic heritage 0 fFrege and Hus ser I in the curren t analytic 

philosophical climate" (1997b, 319). Yet, barely a century ago, the prevailing attitude towards 

psychologism can be rmrked with Brentano's famous description that "['psychologism'] is 

a word which has lately come into use and when it is spoken many a pious philosopher- like 

many an orthodox Catholic when he hears the term Modernism - crosses himself as though 

the devil himselfwere in it" (1874, Appendix XI; 1995, 306). Brentano's metaphor captures 

a time when experimental psychology was just starting to become a recognized science in 

Europe. Yet, as Kusch (1995) observes, it had yet to be established as its own academic 

discipline. Rather, during this time, chairs in academic philosophy (particularly in Germany) 
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were being repeatedlyandincreasingly replaced with experimental psychobgists (Kusch 1995, 

122-127). This situation produced a great deal of animosity, if not open conflict, which 

perhaps peaked with a 1913 petition circulated in Germany and signed by over 107 

philosophers, Hus serl among them, urging that experimental psychologists be given their own 

academic offices, or at least that they vacate those in Philosophy departments (Kusch 1995, 

190-193). The institutional separation betweenphilosophyand psycmlogy, Kusch argues, was 

only brought about by the Great War (Kusch 1995, 123 and Chapter 8.) According to Kusch, 

the First World War produced a confluence of social, political, economic and ideological 

changes in Germany which resulted in the adoption of a phenomenological, rather than a 

psychological or otherwise systematic approach to philosophy. "Put in a nutshell," Kush 

writes, "both academic pure philosophy and experimental psychology had to cope with, and 

accommodate to, an intellectual environment that was hostile to science, rationality and 

systematic knowledge" (1995, 211). 

As Sober writes then, "while the psychologists were leaving, philosophers were 

slamming the door behind them" (1978, 165). Folbwing this turbulent tirre (during the inter­

war years and following the Second World War), while the phibsopher's anitmsity towards 

psychologismremained, a degree of complacency also too k hold. By the 1930's, some degree 

of suspicion had arisen with regard to this complacency, as may be seen in Honigswald's 1931 

warning that 

people protest ... that there is no longer any need to be on the defensive 
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against 'psychologism' these days. Trnt it's like kicking in an open door. 

They allege that psycholo gism is dead, and that anyone who revives the 

'psychologism struggle' overlooks the real issues which confront philosophy 

today ... But, however resolutely one averts one's gaze from psycholo gism, 

it has not yet been overcome. (Honigswald 1931, 4; as translated by and 

quoted in Kusch 1995, 121) 

These prescient words may well capture the sentiments towards psycho log ism that remain in 

some strands of philosophy to this day. But the irony of the remark remains. Having once 

slammed the door to psychology, philosophers sought to keep their discipline free of 

psychology by kicking it in. And so, as Philip Kitcher wrote, "psychology re-entered 

epistemology quietly" (1992, 59) - oot it did so through the front door. 

§I.2 - Psychologism Today: The Contemporary Attitude 

Contemporary philosophers, though, have often behaved as though the door 

separating philosophy from psychology was hermetically sealed. Particularly among analytic 

philosophers (the heirs of the semantic tradition), Frege's celebrated arguments against 

psychologism are taken as a timelessly sound refutation. Indeed Shanker goes so fur as to 

claim that 'the very foundation of analytic philosophy ... [is] the principle that logic and 

psychology are categorically divorced from one another" (1998, 65). This is the tradition 

that Baker and Hacker likely rnve in mind when they describe the contemporary attitude 

towards psychologism by saying, "it [is] commonplace among philosophers in this [the 
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twentieth] century to contrast logic with psychology .... It is now an uphin battle for a 

philosopher to argue that psychology or even philosophy of mind has any proper place in the 

philosophy of logic. Frege's philosophical heirs have had a total victory in the carq:>aign 

which he initiated" (1989,80-81). Anti-psychologism, they add, is virtually ingrained into the 

curricular dogmas of the Western analytic tradition (ibid.). Anti-psychologism, then, is often 

taken for granted by some within the philosophical community, and because of this the 

arguments concerning psychologism have ceased to be studied as they once were. As such, 

Frege's arguments, and the concerns whi;h motivated them, may be widely celebrated, but 

they are less widely understood. Just as the content of the psychologistic thesis has become 

blurry and vague, so too have the arguments surrounding it become clouded and obscured by 

the mists oftime and memory. 

Indeed sometimes they are forgotten altogether. Perhaps the contemporary attitude 

towards psychologism is best captured by Notturno's description that "[m]any contemporary 

philosophers, wen aware ofthe stigma associated with 'psychologism' , continue to denounce 

theories as psychologistic despite their acceptance of the epistemological and metaphysical 

planks traditionally thought essential to and definitive of the psychologistic platform. It 

would, perhaps, be more aptto say that what these philosophers oppose is not psychologism, 

but 'psychologism"' (Notturno 1985, 11). As to whether this acquiescence is due to 

deliberation or distraction, Notturno does not speculate. But the point remains that Frege's 

seal on the door between philosophy and psychology is not what it once was. No seal is 
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hennetic, and even if a lock has no key, it may still be picked or forced. 

Against this, there are those who have been resolutely working away at Frege's lock, 

and some who have, instead, simply lifted the door from its hinges. Arguments in support 

of psycho log ism come from a variety of fields within the overall philosophical geography. 

Most notably perhaps, Quine's linguistic concerns led him to advocate a version ofnaturalized 

epistemology which has subsequently been widely taken up in American analytic philo sophy. 

With words that echo J.S. Mill (1865/1867; ch. XX; 1979, 359), Quine, in his landmark 

(1969) essay "Episte mology Nat uralized", pro claimed that "Episte mology in its new sett ing 

... is contained in natural science as a chapter of psychology" (83). (Notably, the full original 

title for this essay was ''Epistemology Naturalized: Or the Case for Psychologism".I) 

N or is it merely linguistic co ncerns that have informed a revival 0 f psycholo gismo 

Many within epistemology argue that epistemic concepts such as justification must be 

explained naturalistically, and that psychological facts comprise a significant and essential 

component of this naturalistic explanation. In thi<; vein, Kornblith writes, 

It can no longer be denied that certain psychological elements must enter into 

epistemological theorizing .... An adequate theory of justification must ... take 

account of the psychological connections among beliefs. The question thus 

facing contemporary epistemologists is no longer, 'Is the proper theory of 

I as Kusch (1995, 11) and Jacquette (1997b, 318) remind us. 
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knowledge psychologistic or apsychologistic?', but rather, 'How much 

psychology must we allow into our episteIDJlogy?' (Kornblith 1982, 241). 

Also, within the practice of psychology, pressure has come from those who have taken up 

Locke's battle cry that "God has not been so sparing to Men to make them barely two-legged 

Creatures, and left it to Aristotle to make them Rational" (1689, IV,xvii,§4; 1975, 671). As 

Chomsky has done with the topic of language and language acquisition, some psychologists 

have argued that our ability to learn logic as we do necessarily relies on some tacit, innate set 

of abilities or facuhies. Admittedly, the concern with psychologism involves not the manner 

by which we come to know logical or philosophical concepts, but rather the theoretical 

foundations upon which they rest. Yet, while the issue of innateness is not what is primarily 

at issue, it is not merely claimed that our innate faculties explain our - ultimately intuitive -

ability to understand logical notions such as validity and necessity. Additionally, the concepts 

and relations of .logic themselves are construed as products of this innate faculty. On such an 

account, logic itself becomes dependent on the structure ofthe human mind, which governs 

its structure and provides its foundations. Thus, for exampe, Macnamara (1986, 1-10) 

claims that our 'logical intuition' is the uhimate foundation and ground of our more 

formalized, technical or philosophical notions ofvalidity and necessity. 

In yet another respect, scholars such as Kusch advocate, and have adopted, a 

sociological approach to the study of epistemology. Kusch claims that the proper 

methodology for the study of psychologism (or of any other philo sop hical thesis) is historical 
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and sociological, not theoretical and analytic (or rational). Recently, Kusch has argued that 

the psychologism deoote has been "abandoned rather than resolved" (1995, 277) and 

abandoned fur reasons that are sociological rather than philosophical 

§I.3 - The Contribution ofthe Present Work 

In the present work I seek to make a contribution to the philosophical resolution of 

the psycholo gism debate. The contemporary revival of psycholo gism as a philosophically 

viable doctrine should prompt theorists to suspend their business, and take note of their 

philosophical bearings. First, theorists should take notice of those changes in the 

epistemological climate and theoretical landscape which have given rise to this resurgence. 

What has changed that makes psychologism seem philosophically lucrative once again? 

Further, the revival of psychologism should cue theorists to reconsider those argurrents 

originally launched against it. Do these concerns still present a relevant and sufficient 

objection to the philosophical solvency of psychobgism as a theoretical venture? Should 

these initial concerns no longer raise any objection to psychologism, its contemporary revival 

gives us a chance to consider how we ought to proceed in our philosophical endeavours. 

How does philosophy properly conduct its business according to a psycholo gistic 

method 010 gy? On the other hand, should these concerns remain legitimate, the contemporary 

revival of psychologism offers an occasion to restate our core values while revising our 

philosophical business-plan. What strategy might be used in articulating a viable anti­

psychologism which is better suited for the contemporary philosophical c1iImte? In general, 
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the contemporary revival 0 f psycholo gism pres ent s an 0 ppo rtunity to find so me philosophical 

resolution to the psychologism deoote. 

A philosophical resolution to this debate is desirable for more than the bureaucratic 

segregation of academic disciplires. As Shanker write s, "if the faihIre to distinguish between 

logic and psychology induces one to misconstrue the nature oflogical truths, so, too, pari 

passu does it undermine one's understanding of psychological explanation" (Shanker 1998, 

65). In light of Shanker's claim, it might be added that a resolution to the psychologism 

debate would contribute significantly to a clarification of the nature ofthought and inference, 

and to the specification ofa coherent methodology :tDr the philosophical study of thinking. 

Most importantly perhaps, a philosophical treatment of the problem of psychologism must 

directly address the FourxlationalQuestion: What isthe foundationoflogicalnecessity? Arxl, 

as Kant hasobservecl, this question is intimately related to the deoote regarding the distinction 

between the analytic and the synthetic - a distinction whi;h Quine argues is vacuous and ought 

to be given up. In fact, Kant thought these issues so central to Philosophy that, in his 

Prolegomena to any Future Metaphysics, he pro claimed their treatment to be the primary task 

of any philosophy. For Kant, treatments of these issues are the "only credentials" required 

of philosophers who, in the absence of such credentials, are "solemnly and legally suspended 

from their occupations" (1783, Preamble §5; 1977, 22-23). 

§I.4 - Course of the Inquity to Follow 

Roughly, the course of the inquiry to follow is this. The first chapter deals with the 
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concept ofpsychobgism In it I attempt to stipulate a definition of"psychologism" which is 

philosophically interesting in terms of both its theoretical controversy and its historical 

accuracy. The project of arriving at this definition is largely synthetic, and involves a survey 

of the literature on the topic of psychologism. I undertake a systematic presentation of the 

concept of psychologism by considering the plethora of conceptions in circulation (see 

Appendix I) and demon str ating the relations amon g them. In doing this, (i) I pro vide a generic 

definition of psycho log ism which locates the philosophical and controversial aspects of all 

forms of psycho log ism, and allows the multitude of versions of psycho log ism to be organized 

under its rubric. Also, (ii) I demonstrate the equivalence of two prevalent versions of 

psychologism (metaphysical and referential), and show how they have commonly lead to a 

third, reductive, version ofpsychologism. Further, I separate the thesis of psycho log ism from 

those adjacent theses with which it has been historic any enmeshed Specifically, (ii~ I 

distinguish psycholo gism from na turalism, demonstrating which additional assumptions are 

required to derive each from the other. Finany, (iv) I argue that the two theses must be 

defined independently of one another, and that the failure to do so can seriously prejudice the 

psychologismdebate. These four points constitute a significant contribution to the literature 

on the nature of psychologi3m and the wayin which it should be defined. In this way, I locate 

a family of psycho 10 gistic theses, isolating one as the topic for the remainder of the inquiry. 

Importantly, in fixing the concept of psycho log ism, I place specific and significant 

limitations on the scope of this inquiry. To begin with, I here consider only the thesis of 
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psychologism with respect to logic. This is not to say that I do not find psychologism in other 

domains (especially epistemology) to be worthy of consideration; it is simply that they are 

beyond the means of the present study. Further, my considerations of psychologism are 

limited to those forms which construe psychology as an empirical science. Other forms of 

psycholo gism, especially transc ende nta 1 psycholo gism, are similarly beyond the means of the 

present work. Again, in eliminating these considerations from the present work I do not 

deem them to be unworthy ofstudy. Rather, questions such as (i) whether Kant's account 

of logic is psycho logistic, and (ii) whether the epistemological problems which typically 

accompany psycholo gism may be solved simply by claiming that psychology is a 

transcendental rather than an empirical scienc e are bo th des erving 0 four utmost art ention, and 

worthy of additional inquiry. 

Lastly, my consideration ofpsychologism as a philosophical thesis leads me to the 

theoretical methodology which I employ in the remainder ofthe inquiry. Specifically, I argue 

that psychologism may be formulated as a metaphysical thesis concerning the subject matter 

oflogic, or, equivalently, as a semantic thesis concerning the referents ofthe logical lexicon. 

These two issues - the subject matter oflogic and the semantics oflogical terms - serve as a 

leitmotiv for the remainder of the inquiry. Additionally, the equivalence of the metaphysical 

and the semantic formulations of psychologism indicates that psychologism may be treated 

linguistically. That is, psychologism may be diagnosed as a thesis concerning how the 

semantics for the logical lexicon ought to be given As such, a philosophical remedy for 
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psychologism may be found by providing that semantics independently of psychological 

considerations. 

I hope that, by considering psychologism in a semantic, rather than a metaphysical 

light, treatment options which were once obscured from view might become visible. 

Specific ally, I hope that the ilea that bgic may not treat of any subject matter whatsoever 

becomes more plausible when we are able to more clearly see semantic alternatives which 

provide for the unique ep istemic and modal properties of logic without making those 

properties a product of any referential function of the logical lexicon. By considering the 

issue of psycho log ism in a linguistic, rather than a metaphysical light, I hope to show that 

logic need not be distinguished from the sciences according to its subject matter, but may 

instead be distinguished according to the unique linguistic function of logical principles. 

Having stipulated a definition of "psychologism" I proceed to consider some of the 

historical arguments surrounding it. The second chap ter co nsiders Frege's anti-psycholo gism. 

I begin with a review of Frege's conception of psycho log ism as the thesis that the subject 

matteroflogic is our ideas. This is followed by a systematic expositionofFrege's arguments 

against this thesis. While many ofFrege's arguments on this point are well known, there are 

two original contributions to be fourxl in this chapter. The first contribution is the recognition 

of an ambiguity in Frege's characterization and treatment of psycho log ism. Since Frege's 

anti-psycho logistic argument s run throughout his philosophical career, and thus often pre-date 

his (1891) division of a judgeable-content into a sense and a reference, it is often difficult to 
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determine whether Frege' s arguments are properly read as rejecting psychologism of sense 

or referentialpsychologism. The second contribution (§2.4.7) is an argument against Philip 

Kitcher's (1979) account ofFrege' s conception of the nature of a proof. Having considered 

Frege's arguments against psychologism, I proceed to identify Frege's sorution to 

psycholo gism, and the epistemological pro blems he saw as following from it. Finally I locate 

a series of problems in Frege's solution to these problems. Frege offers a metaphysical 

solutionto the linguistic problem of explaining the semantics oflogical and arithmetical terms. 

He does this by postulating a 'third realm' of abstract entities - Thoughts - which are the 

senses of our declarative sentences and the bearers of truth-values. Thoughts, according to 

Frege, are the proper subject matter oflogic. Yet, Thoughts present a set of epistemological 

pro blems all of their own - pro blems which seem just as insuperable as tho se presented by 

psycho logism itself. 

The problems resulting from Frege's postulation that the subject matter oflogic is a 

set of abstract entities suggest that its subject matter might better be conceived of as the 

concrete particular objects of everyday experience. In the third chapter, I consider Mill's 

empiricist alternative to Frege's Platonism. This chapter provides what is perhaps the most 

extensive treatment of Mill' s account of the nature oflogic and its foundations to date. Mill's 

account of the fOlmdations oflogic has been variously read both as overt lypsychologistic, and 

as obviously anti-psycho logistic. I provide a reading of Mill which explains the textual origins 

of both views, while showing that neither successfuny overcomes the epistemological 
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problems presented bypsych010gistic accounts oflogic. In his psycho logistic moments, Mill 

considered the subject matter oflogic to be the mental operations ofreasoning and inrerence, 

and because of this Mill insisted that the prescriptive components 0 f logic were someoow 

dependent on the psychological scierx:e ofthese mental operations. In his anti-psycholo gistic 

moments, Mill considered the subject matter oflogic to be rot a realm of abstract, insensible 

objects, but to be those objects which we see and touch in our everyday experience. While 

this answer solves some of the epistemological problems surrounding Frege's Platonism, it 

fails to place logic on a foundation capable of supporting its necessary character. 

The fourth chapter considers a more explicitly linguistic solution to the fOundation of 

the principles oflogic. Here I explore the view that the principles of logic are analytic truths. 

On this view, the subject matter oflogic is neither a set of abstract entities, nor those objects 

of everyday experience. Instead, logic is said to be about the meanings of our terms. Having 

set forth this position, I proceed to give a detailed exposition of Quine'S arguments against 

it, followed by a description of Quine's own position of semantic holism coupled with 

epistem010gical naturalism. Following my exposition of Quine's theory, I launch a set of 

original arguments against it. If correct, these arguments make a considerable contribution 

to the theory of the foundations of 10gic (and semantics more generally). While Quine's 

position overcomes the mistake of construing meanings as metaphysical entities, his holism 

is plagued by a pair of inconsistencies which mark a series ofpervasive errors in his overall 

theory. Specifically, Quine's naturalistic holism fails to acknowledge the unique linguistic 
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function of certain expressions in a theory, and the special connections obtaining between 

individual statements in a theory whi::h result therefrom As such, Quine's holism fails to 

recognize the unique epistemic and modal status which any theory must accord to the truths 

oflogic. The recognition of these failures suggests a strategy by which the semantics oflogical 

principles might better be explained. 

The last chapter takes stock of the arguments presented in the inquiry. I remind 

readers of the epistemological problems posed by psychologism in logic, and claim that 

Frege's anti-psychologistic arguments remain justified I then turn to the project of 

formulating an an ti-psycholo gistic bus iness -plan which promis es to be feasible and comp etitive 

in the current philosophical climate. Reflecting on the failings of the semantic alternatives 

considered in the earlier chapters, I set forth a preliminary set of criteria which any semantic 

theory hoping to avoid the epistemolo gical trappings of psychologism must meet. This is 

followed by a more speculative section, in which I exp10re a pragmatic approach to the 

semantics oflogical principles. Such an approach avoids psycho log ism by denying that logic 

has any subject-matter, and instead seeks to explain the rreaning and epistemic status of 

logical principles in terms oftheir linguisti:: function. These explorations are of a tentative 

nature, and are offered only as a researchopportmity fur thephilosophi::al venture-capitalist. 

I conclude by suggesting directions for future research on the question of psycholo gism, 

particular ly in those areas marked by the limitations of the present inquiry, and as suggested 

by a pragmatic approach to the semantics of logical principles. 
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Chapter 1 

The Nature of Psycho log ism 

§ 1.1 - Defining the Concept of Psycoologism: Context and Approach 

Notturno has recently observed that "for the past one hundred and fifty years, 

'psychologism' has been used as an umbrella term to cover a multitude of philosophical sins, 

both metaphysical and epistemological" (1985, 9) and that "the meaning of the term has 

remained systematically obscure" (ibid.). Nor is Nottumo alone in this view. Kusch (1995, 

4) echos Nottumo's judgement, fmding concurrence in the words of Skorupski who calls 

psychologism "a far from clear doctrine" (1989, 164; as cited in Kusch 1995,4), and Scarre 

who writes that psychologism is "an exceedingly hazy doctrine" (1989, 11; as cited in Kusch 

1995, 4). It would seem, then, that the first task of any philosophy having business with 

psychologism is to fix the meaning of the term for the purposes ofinvestigation. 

The main work ofthis chapter, then, is synthetic. It will involve attempting to treat 

a wide variety of candidates for the definition of"psychologism" (most ofwhich have some 

degree of currency, either historical or contemporary) in a systematic way. The hope is that 

we will arrive at a definition ofpsycholo gism that is interesting (i.e., one that is at least prima 

facie coherent, plausible, contestable, and having adherents), along the way situating 

psychologism in relation to its adjacent theses. The purpose of this chapter is two-fold: 

(i) to supply a stipulative defmition of "psychologism" ror the purposes of 

analysis and evaluation in the remainder of this inquiry; and 
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(ii) to separate the thesis of psychologism as thus stipulated from those theses 

with which it has been historically enmeshed. 

Fulfilling the first objective will al50 serve as a survey of the literature on the topi: of 

psycholo gismo Fulfilling the second objective will allow me to locate the psycholo gistic thesis 

in the theoretical terms in which I shall deal with it in this dissertation. That is, it will anow 

me to bring my theoretical methodology to bear on the topic of psychologism. In so doing, 

it is the overall aim of this dissertation to provide some philosophical resolution to the 

psychologism debate, or to at least demonstrate that the thesis remains one of philosophical 

controversy - a controversy which ought not to be 'abandoned.' 

Given the fact that it is regularly observed that "psychologism" may not indicate a 

single, well-defined concept with crisp edges, whose usage remained uniform and 

uncontroversial throughout its history, my account of the nature of psychologism will be 

stipulative. That said, I seek to provide an account that will prove to be dinstinctly relevant 

not only to historical cases which one might argue are paradigmatically ps ycho logistic , but 

also to contemporary cases which are viewed as viable philosophical positions. That is, I hope 

for both historical and theoretical significance and relevance. So, in considering the ootion 

of psycholo gism, I attempt to distinguish its central and controversial aspects from those with 

which it has been historicany enmeshed. I do this first by starting with a very general notion 

ofpsycholo gismo From this I proceed to systematically consider the variations upon, reasons 

for, and consequences of this general notion, in the attempt to isolate those genuinely 

controversial aspects of it. 
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§1.2 - The Bias of "Psychologism" 

It is perhaps best to acknowledge at the very outset that "psycholo gism" is frequently 

used with a pejorative connotation. In fact, there can be little doubt that "psychologism" has, 

more often than not throughout its history, been used in a derogatory sense. In the heyday 

of analytic philosophy, on more than one occasion, it has been asserted that psycholo gism is 

by definition a mistaken view. For instance, as Jacquette observes (1997b, 314), Pap invited 

this inference when he defined ''psychologism'' as "the tendency to confuse logical issues 

with psychological issues" (1958,435; emphasis added). Similarly, as Notturno observes 

(1985, 23), Camap defmed "psycho logism" as "the wrong interpretation 0 flogical pro blems 

in psychological terms" in the Glossary to his Logical Foundations of Probability (1962, 

581). Further, throughout the historyofthe debate surrounding psychologism, there has been 

a great deal of inflammatory rhet oric surro unding the topic. J acquette, for instance, observes 

that "the rise in antipsychologism is in part a chapter in the rhetoric of philo sophy" (l997b, 

313) characterized by "a great deal of psychologism-bashing" (1997b, 314). In light of this, 

there is reason to suggest that "psycholo gism" is a term whose very meaning is prejudiced in 

favour of anti-psychologism as a philosophical theory. The theorist wishing to make a 

contribution to the debate in a unbiased mmner, then, must be sensitive to this matter so as 

to not prejudice the outcome of inquiry. 

It might even be suggested that the very term "psycho logism" be foregone in mvour 

of some other term having less of a pejorative connotation, so as to not bias any pursuant 

philosophical inquiry. For the time being, though, I will resist this move, until the relationship 
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between psychologism and its acljacent theses have been more clearly specified. That said, I 

will seek to supply a non- pejor ative ac count of psycho logism, and to recognize the theoretical 

presuppositions imbedded in the very notion, so as to not prejudice the inquiry to follow. 

§ 1.3 - Generic Psychologism 

§ 1.3.1 - Generic Psychobgism: An Initial Defmition 

Despite the fact that the concept of psychologism has been caned inherently vague, 

there is a general consensus that" 'psychologism' is intended to connote ... the use of 

psychological methods in philosophical and scientific investigations" (Notturno 1985, 9). 

Similar ly Cussins ho Ids that "a psycho logistic doctrine is a doctrine which requires psychology 

in order to answer a philosophical question. The rejection of psychologism is the rejection 

of the phibsophical relevance of psychology" (Cussins 1987, 126). By contrast then, 

psychologism is any thesis that affirms the relevance of psycholo gy to philosophical inquiry. I 

I I will not attelllJt to give intensional definitions of either "philosophy" or 
"psychology", or to give a theoretical account ofthese concepts. I feel that these notions 
have an intuitive clarity that is sufficient for the purposes of my investigation. 

Indeed, I am not confident that there would be any consensus on any defmitions 
which might be offered. Further, I feel that any controversy in this area would be, for the 
most part, a red herring to the real questions at issue. 

Below in §1.6.4 I claim that the nature and controversy ofthe psycho logistic thesis 
may be in part a function of the character ofpsychobgy. I proceed (§ 1.6.4 and § 1.7) to 
limit my consideration of psychobgy to that of a natural science. Beyond this, I do not 
think that the argurrents of my dissertation hang on any particular characterizations of 
philosophy or psychology. 

Finally, I think that, since the psychologistic thesis requires that philosophy be 
somehow distinguished from psychology, the burden of providing adequate accounts of 
them falls to the advocate of psychologism (see my § 1.3.3). 

That said, I will make a few general remarks about how I construe psychology and 
philosophy. I understand philosophy and psychology to be disciplines which may be 
variously characterized according to their subject matter, their methodology, their 
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This thesis I will call Generic Psychologism [GP], a preliminary formulation ofwhich may be 

stated as follows: psychology is relevant to phi losophical inquiry. 

Clearly though, such an unqualifIed defInition is unsatismctory. The view that 

psychology is somehow relevant to philosophy may be interpreted so as to render it relatively 

innocuous. After all, there is good reason to think that the results of psychology may 

sometimes be philosophically relevant, under certain circumstances. For example, supposing 

that it falls within the purview ofphilosophy to provide an account ofhurmn nature (which 

might include, e.g., a theory of rationality), the psychological mct that people sometimes hold 

inconsistent beliefs, the fact that people sometimes do what they know they ought not to do, 

the fact that people often fail to see the immediate implications of their beliefs and 

commitments, these psychological mcts become philosophically important. Facts such as 

these may well count as evidence fur the conclusim that humans are oot perfectly rational 

beings. So long as Generic Psychologism is read as the thesis that psychology is somehow 

relevant to philosophical inquiry, it does oot seem philosophically objectionable. To deny 

this thesis is to claim that psychological facts are never philosophically relevant, and such a 

position, as we have just seen, is decidedly irrplausible. 

So without some further qualifIcation, without some additional specifIcation of the 

theoretical lexicon, etc. (I do not then characterize them as a class of entities which may 
form the subject matter for some discipline.) In general, I consider philosophy and 
psychology as disciplines which (usuany) investigate some subject matter, rather than as a 
subject matter to be investigated. That said, the nature of the subject matter (if any) under 
investigation may well contribute to shaping the theories and methods by which it is 
investigated. 
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manner in which psycholo gy is philosophically relevant, the claim that psycholo gy is relevant 

to philosophy need not be a controversial view. In fact, as it stands there is no reason 

whatsoever to call such a view 'psychologistic'. The unqualified claim that psychology is 

relevant to philosophy does not succeed in effectively distinguishing two competing views. 

Seeing that no one would plausibly deny it, such a claim of relevance cannot be seen a topic 

of philosophical interest; nor can it be seen as capturing the meaning of "psychologism" 

whatsoever. 

§ 1.3.2 - Generic Psychologism Revised 

On the other hand, Generic Psychologism may be easily revised so as to produce 

philosophical controversy. What is perhaps the most obvious modification picks up on 

Cussins's claim that psychology is required for philosophical inquiry (op. cit.). This thesis 

might be expressed as fOllows: 

[GP] (defn): Generic Psychologism IS the thesis that psychology is necessary for 

philosophical inquiry. 

The thesis that psychology is not just relevant to - but is required for - philosophy brings out 

the controversial aspects of psychologism With the claim that psychology is necessary for 

philo sophy, Generic Psychologism asserts that the discipline of philosophy is sorrehow 

dependent on psychology, and it is this dependency that is the source of theoretical 

controversy. The controversy of psycho log ism does not lie in the claim that a psychological 
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fact might count as evidence in some philosophical argument. Rather, the controversial 

dependency asserted by psychologism claims that philosophical inquiry cannot proceed -

indeed it cannot even begin - unless the results of psychological investigation are on record. 

So the rejection of GP does not deny the philosophical relevance of psycholo gy. 

Rather, while admitting that psychology may be relevant to philosophy, it denies that 

philosophy is dependent upon psycho logy. To capture this idea, I frequently use expressions 

like "the philosophical dependence on psychology," or "psychology is required for 

philosophy". By these phrases, I mean to indicate the thesis of GP just defmed. 

While psychologism asserts some form of dependence of philo sophy on psychology, 

the denial of psychologism denies this relationship of dependency. In claiming that 

psychology is not necessary ror philosophical inquiry, anti-psychologism asserts the 

independence ofphilosophy from psychology. 

By conceiving of GP as a thesis which asserts a dependency relation - rather than a 

relevance relation - between philosophy and psychology, it would seem that we have his upon 

a preliminary characterization of psychologism that begins to capture its philosophical 

controversy and interest. Importantly, Generic P sycholog ism remains general in at least two 

respects. First, it is generic in the sense that it does not specify the nature ofthe philosophical 

dependence on psychology. That is GP does not explain why or how the dependency of 

philosophy on psychology arises, and there may be a variety of reasons offered to support the 

asserted dependency. Second, it is unspecified because it does not specify the philosophical 

domain which is the location of the philosophical depeooence on psychology. That is, GP 
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does not specify which parts or branches of philosophy are dependent on psychology. These 

two points promise further means fur refining our concept of psychologism as a 

philosophically interesting thesis. But before pursuing these conceptual 'leads', an important 

consequence of Generic Psychologism deserves recognition. 

§ 1.3.3 - The Relation Between Psychology and Philosophy 

According to Generic Psychologism, psychologism is a thesis about the relationship 

between psychology and philosophy. Psychologism asserts a dependence of philosophy on 

psychology. As such, the very intelligibility of the psychologism thesis depends on the fact 

that psychology and philosophy may be categorically distinguished. As Cussins writes: "The 

clarity of the charge ofpsychologism requires that the distinction between philosophy and 

psychology be made clear" (Cussins 1987, 125). This point has not only the oretical, but 

historical significaoce. 

Historically, as George has observed (1997, 214), it would be anachronistic to 

describe any theory that predates the separation of philosophy and psychology into distinct, 

ifnot independent, disciplines as either psycho logistic or anti-psychologistic. 

Theoretically, the issue of whether it is, in :mct, possible to categorically distinguish 

philosophy from psychology becomes crucial. Ifphilosophy and psychology are not somehow 

distinguishable, then the thesis of psychologism becomes trivially true - and hence 

philosophically uninteresting. As such, the manner in which the disciplines are to be 

distinguished also becomes a matter of philosophical importance. This is especiany so since 

any possible account of the philosophical dependence on psychology will be a function of the 
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features that initially defme and distinguish the disciplines. 

This distinction may be established in any of several ways. For example, as Notturno 

did above, philosophy and psychology might be distinguished methodologically. That is, for 

Notturno, the philosophical relevance of psychology was established through "the use of 

psychological methods inphilosophical ... investigations" (Notturno 1985,9). IfNotturno's 

psychologism is to be a controversial thesis, then it must be at least possible to conceive of 

philosophy as having some non-psychological method. Alternately, philosophy and 

psychology might be distinguished according to their subject matter. In the sections to follow, 

several stra tegies for distinguishing philosophy from psychology which nevertheless allow for 

the philosophical deperrlence on psychology will be considered. 

The important point to observe at this juncture is the inherently unstable relationship 

between psycholo gy and philoso phy that is required by psycholo gismo The very intelligibility 

ofthe psychologistic thesis presupposes that philosophy and psychology must be somehow 

distinguished. That is, we must be able to understand or describe the two disciplines as 

distinct from one another. The distinction between them may be a strong, categorical 

segregation or something weaker. (For exarrple, it might be a distinction of part and whole, 

or merely a cultural separation, or even a terminological difference to be reduced and / or 

eliminated.) Yet, the assertion of the psychologistic thesis must hold that there IS, 

nevertheless, SOIre intricate, if not intimate, relationship between the two. 

§1.3.4 - Psychologism in Epistemology and Logic 

Let us now return to the question of what aspects of psychologism might be the source 
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of philosophical controversy. Since most every philosopher would be willing to admit that 

psychology is sometimes relevant to philosophy, it would seem that the controversial aspect 

of Generic Psychologism results from the view that at least some kinds of philosophical 

inquiry are not dep endent (10 gically, metho do logically, or otherwise) upon psycho logy - that 

is, that some regions of philosophy are completely independent of any psychological 

investigation. This suggests another revision to Gereric Psycoologism. Such a revision may 

be made by specifying the branch of philosophy to which the dependence on psychology is 

asserted. In this manner, Sober sought to identify the feature common to all psych 010 gist ic 

theories as follows: " 'Psychologism' denotes a family of views, an tending to downplay or 

deny distinctions between epistemology and logic on the one hand and ps~hology on the 

other" (1978, 165-66).2 In light of this, psychologism might be seen as the thesis that 

psychology is necessary for epistemology and logic. This thesis asserts the dependence of 

certain branches of philosophy on psychology. Since ps~hology is required:lOr epistemology 

and logic, progress in these disciplines is consequent to, and dependent upon, the results of 

psycholo gical investiga tion. 

The denial of this claim is the categorical claim that logic and epistemology are 

completely independent ofpsychology. As we saw earlier, opponents ofps~hologismneed 

not deny that psychology is somehow relevant to epistemology or logic. Ps~hobgical facts 

2 Indeed, Nottumo adopts a remarkably similar (and un-attributed) preliminary 
deftnition when he writes "we will denote by 'psychologism' a family of views, all tending 
to deprecate or deny distinctions between epistemology and metaphysics on the one hand 
and psychology on the other" (Nottumo 1985, 19). 
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may well contribute to an account of whether or not humans are perfect ly rational beings, and 

an account of human rationality may contribute to epistemology. Similarly, opponents of 

psychologism need not deny that we frequently come to hold beliefs as a result of the 

processes of judgement and inference, or even that our real reasons fur accepting a claim are 

causally related to our holding the corresponding belief. (That we do not surrender a belief 

in the mce of evidence to the contrary shows that we do not really have as our current support 

for the beliefthe reasons supported by the contradicted evidence.) In this respect, psychology 

may well be relevant to epistemology and even to logic. Rather, what anti-psychologism 

denies is the thesis that psychology E required for epistemology or logic. For example, anti­

psychologism may deny that psychological mcts contribute to an account of the nature of 

Iogicalrelations (e.g., consistency and consequence) or epistemic relations (e. g., evidence and 

justification). Again here, what is at issue is not the question of whether psychology is 

somehow relevant to philosophy, but whether philosophical questions may be answered 

independently of psychological considerations. 

Next, it should be also observed that we have here the conjunction of two theses. 

These might be called epistemological and logical psychologism respectively, and may be 

stated as follows: 

[EP] (defn): Epistemological psychologism is the thesis that psychology is necessary for 

epistemology. 
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[LP] (defn): Logical psychologism is the thesis that psychology is necessary for logic. 

Several comments regarding these theses are in order. First, notice that the nature of the 

dependence of epistemology and logic respectively on psychology is left unstated. As such, 

EP and LP remain generic in their fonmlations; they do not indicate those features of 

psycholo gy, epistemology or logic that might explain or account for the relation of 

dependence that is asserted to hold between them. In subsequent sections, specific versions 

ofthese theses will be considered which speci:l)r the nature of, and reason fur, the dependence 

ofphilosophy and its sub-disciplines on psychology. 

Secondly, it is irrportant to recognize the relationship between these last two strands 

of psychologism. While Epistemological Psychologism is a consequence of Logical 

Psycholo gism, it alone does not entail Logical Psychologism Consider that, since 10 gic 

supplies the meaning of such concepts as necessary consequence, logic is necessary for 

epistemolo gy. It fo llows that if logic is dependent on psychology in these respects, then so 

is epistemology. On the other hand, ifpsychology is not required for epistemology then it is 

not required for logic. Problematically though, the refutation of LP, taken on its own, is not 

a sufficient reason for the rejection of EP. After all, there may be some regions of 

epistemology that do not depend exclusively on logic - e.g., the determination of the truth­

value of individua1, or logically independent, contingent statements. 

Logical Psychologism has been the source of the most controversy over the history 

of the psychologism debate. As such, it will be the primary focus ofinvestigation through the 
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subsequent chapters of my inquiry into the topic of psychologism. 3 This represents an 

important limitation to my overall study. I will not be concerned with questions of whether 

epistemological concepts such as evidence and justification can be explained independently 

of psychobgical consideratbns. Rather I will limit my investigation to the question of 

whether specifically bgical concepts such as validity, co nsequenc e and necessity( or necessary 

truth) can be explained independently of psychology. That said, the answer to this question 

will have some bearing on the overall character of epistemology. For instance, our 

epistemological account of justification win depend in part on whether the foundation ofbasic 

logical principles such as non-contradiction are properly explained independently of 

psychological facts, or whether those psychological facts are relevant to an explanation of 

basic logical principles. Similarly, if logical necessity is dependent on psychological 

contingencies, then the application oflogical necessity in epistetmlogical areas and problems, 

will reflect those satre contingencies. As such, an anti-psychobgistic foundation of logical 

necessity will offer epistemology theoretical resources which may well contribute to a more 

general account of the nature of justiftcation. Indeed, if logic even partly informs or 

contributes to our notion of justiftcation, and the proper account of logic is ant i-

psychologistic, then any general account of justiftcation cannot be wholly psychologistic. 

3 Importantly, often the issue of psychologism in logic is seen alongside the issue 
of whether mathematical truths are dependent on psychological fucts. This is true not 
only historically but in contemporary theory. Historically, logicism sought to reduce the 
truths of arithmetic (if not all of mathematics) to logic. Despite the inviability of the 
logicist project, the truths of mathematics are typicany held to have a degree ofnecessity 
and objectivity that is not founded on, or explained by, the operations of the mind, or by 
any other set of contingent facts. 
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Instead, there will be certain logical features of our notions of evidence, warrantedness and 

the acceptability of theory and argument which are explained independently of psychological 

factors. 

The foregoing discussion has yielded the insight that the controversial aspects of 

psycholo gism are found when it is construed as a dependence thesis, not a relevance thesis. 

A further specification ofthe domain of thE dependence may more precisely locate the source 

oftheoretical controversy in the psychologistic thesis. These specifications work by isolating 

those realms of philosophical inquiry that are tmught to be either (i) irrpervious to 

contingencies of any sort (logic) or (ii) impervious to contingencies of a particularly 

psychological sort (epistermlogy). 

Having isolated several controversial versions of psycho log ism, a crucill question 

remains to be asked. What is the nature of the philosophical dependence on psychology? 

What reasons support the claim that psychology is required for philosophical or logical 

inquiry? By considering these questions, we will hopefuny be brought still closer to those 

aspects of psycmlogism that are philosophically oQjectionable, controversial or problematic. 

§ 1.4 - Psychologism in Semantics 

§ 1.4.1 - Metaphysical Psychologism 

One way to establish the philosophical dependence on psycho logy might be to claim 

that they both study the same subject matter, viz. psychological entities. Such a claim might 

be called Metaphysical Psychologism [MP] , a preliminary formulation of which might run as 

follows: philosophy and psychology have the same subject matter. 
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While the claim that the subject matter of philosophy and psychology is the same 

appears to cap ture the ce ntr al claim of psycho log ism at an intuitive level, it actually overstates 

the commitments o fpsychologism. One plausible way ofinterpreting such a thesis is to read 

it as claiming that the domains of philosophy and ps)Chology are co-extensive. A 

consequence of this is that if something is studied by psycholo gy then it is also studied by 

philosophy. But psychologism need not claim that philosophy studies the whole of 

psychology. To establish the depetxlence of philosophy on psychology, the subject matters 

of the two disciplines need oot be coextensive. Rather, what metaphysical psychologism 

needs is the claim that the subject matter ofphilosophy is psychological in nature - that the 

subject matter of philosophy is contained within, or is a proper part of, the subject matter of 

psychology. Thus Metaphysical Psychologism is better defined as the thesis thatfor any 

entity, x, ifx is an element of the subject matter ofphilosophy then x is an element of the 

subject matter of psychology. As I will argue below (§ 1.5.7) the view that some essential part 

of the subject matter of philosophy is psychological in nature is sufficient to establish the 

psycholo gical dependence of philosophy. As such, the present thesis might best be 

understood as Strong Metaphysical Psycho log ism. 4 

§ 1.4.1.1 - The Nature of a Subject Matter 

Several clarifICations are in order here. First, to say that a discipline investigates a 

subject matter is to claim that there exists a group of entities which are studied by that 

4 The Strong version of this thesis is worth cornidering as I take it to be both 
historically relevant (§ 1.4.2) and to inform the formulation of psycho logism as a reductive 
thesis (§ 1.5.1). 
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discipline. Further, it is to claim that these entities (normally) pre-exist the discipline which 

studies them, and have a nature which is independent of that discipline. This is not only an 

existential claim, but a metaphysical one which claims that the nature 0 f the entities forming 

the subject matter of a discipline are normally independent of the statements made about them 

(either in that discipline or elsewhere). The discipline, in tum, is conceived of as the science 

of those entities which comprise its subject matter. The purpose of such a science is typically 

to ascertain the nature of the entities comprising its subject matter as wen as the laws 

governing the behaviour of, or relations among, those entities. So, to say that a discipline 

investigates a subject matter is onto logically committing in irq:>ortant ways. 

On this point, it admittedly may sound odd to speak of the 'entities' that compose the 

subject matter of phi1osophy (particularly certain sub-disciplines of philosophy, e.g., 1ogic). 

To accommodate this, the term "entity" will have to be read ina very broad serne, to include 

not merely objects (entities in the narrow sense) but also processes, properties, universals, 

propositions, logical relations, rules of inference, and other 'entities' of this sort. The claim 

o fpsycholo gism, then, would be the claim that entities of this sort are psychological in nature. 

This clarification also speaks to a second point. One might be tempted to think that 

that the mere fact that philosophy studies psychological entities is not sufficient to establish 

the dependence of philosophy on psychology (i.e., that MP is not sufficient to establish GP). 

By analogy, one might object that diamonds are a natural kind which are studied in 

independent ways by geology, chemistry and gemology. Thus, when considered only in the 

respect of their study of diamonds, these disciplines appear to have the same subject matter 
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but nevertheless to remain independent of one another. On my acc ount, though, the claim that 

these disciplines have the same subject matter is to construe their subject matter too 

narrowly. By the subject matter ofa discipline, and by the 'entities' composing that subject 

matter, I mean more than the things - ie., objects - which are studied by that discipline. In 

addition to these objects, I understand the subject matter of a discipline to include the 

properties of tho se objects, the relations that obtain between them, and even the .laws 

describing (and perhaps governing) these objects and the changes they may undergo. So, 

looking at our analogy if one claims that the discipline of gemology is independent of 

chemistry because it stu dies the aesthetic and econo mic prop erties of diamond s, and that these 

properties are not a function of the chemical properties of diamonds, this is to claim that the 

subject matter of diamond-gemology is not the same as the subject matter of diamond­

chemistry. Despite the obvious truth that both disciplines study diamonds, they study different 

aspects (or properties) of diamonds, and the diffurence(s) between these properties explair(s) 

the independence of the respective disciplines. On the other hand, ifthe geological properties 

of diamonds are a function oftheir chemical properties, then the geological study of diaIlDnds 

is dependent on the chemical study of them, and this dependence is explained by the subject 

matter of these disciplines. As such, even disciplines which have very ditrerent goals and 

methods may be dependent on one another. For example, if the aesthetic properties of 

diamonds turn out to be a function of their chemical properties, then the geIlDlogyof 

diamonds will be dependent on the chemistry of diamonds even though the goals ofchemistry 

may only be descriptive while the goals 0 f gemology may be to pro duce diamonds of the best 
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aesthetic quality possible. In this way, the discipline of agriculture is dependent on the 

discipline of organic chemistry. 

To apply this point to the relation between psychology and philosophy, I construe the 

subject matter of psychology not only as a class of psychological states, but also as the 

properties of these states, the relations that obtain ammg them and the processes they 

undergo. So to claim that logic studies a species of non-psychological properties and relations 

is to deny that the subject matter of logic is psychological in nature, even if one asserts that 

these non-psychological properties and relations pertain to psychological states and processes. 

Such a move effectively denies Metaphysical Psychologism, and it is in doing so that Generic 

Psychologism is also denied.5 On the other hand, (on the assumption that it makes sense to 

speak of psycho logical entities as having logical properties) if the logical properties of 

psychological states and processes are explained as being a function of their psychological 

properties, then logic willhave a subject matter which is psychological in nature, and this will 

explain the dependency between them. 

§1.4.l.2 - Psychologism and the 'No Subject Matter' Thesis 

Sec ond ly, as it presently reads, our definition of Metaphysical Psychologism comes 

out as true even in the event that philosophy treats of no subject matter. Yet the claim that 

5 This is not to say that such a move leaves one in an entirely comfortable 
position. Rather, several pressing questions may be asked of the proponent ofsuch a 
move. For instance, how does one explain the non-psychological properties ofa set of 
entities whose nature is otherwise completely explained psychologically? Regrettably, I 
must leave for another occasion the question of whether this is an adequate response to 
psycholo gismo 
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philosophy (or some sub-discipline thereof) does not have any proper subject matter in the 

ont 010 gically committing sense described above - i.e .• that it does treat of any class of pre­

existing entities whose nature is given independently of any statements made about them -

cannot properly be seen as a trivially true case of Metaphysical Psycho log ism. 

Rather. Metaphysical Psychologism must be read as an existential and not merely a 

universal thesis. Psychologism does not merely assert that all philosophical entities (if there 

are any such things) are psychological entities. Instead. Metaphysical Psycho log ism claims 

that there are psychological entities. and some of these exhaust the proper subject matter of 

logic. This must be seen as the proper interpretation of the claim that the subject matter of 

philosophy is psychobgical in nature - that the subject matter of philosophy is contained 

within. or is a proper part of, the subject matter ofpsychology. 

To do otherwise, intetprets the denial that phibsophy treats of a subject matter as a 

proof of Metaphysical Psychobgism Yet the denial that phibsophy treats of any subject 

matter should not count as a proof of Metaphysical Psychologism. Quite the opposite fur. 

since philosophy treats of no subject matter, it precisely cannot be the case that it treats ofa 

subject matter that is psychological in nature. Instead of a proof ofpsychologism. the denial 

that philosophy treats of a subject matter should be interpreted as a denial of Metaphysical 

Psycholo gismo 

To accommodate this. the definition of Metaphysical Psychologism will have to be 

revised to incorpornte the claim. implicit in psychobgism. that philosophy treats of an actual 

subject matter. This revision may be accommodated by conjoining the universally quantified 
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conditional in the above definition with an existential thesis that philosophy treats of some 

subject matter. Strong MetaphysicalPsychologismmay then finally be defmed as: 

[MPs] (defn): There exists an entity, y, such that y is an element of the subject matter of 

philosophy, and for any entity, x, if x is an element of the subject matter of 

philosophy then x is an element of the subject matter ofpsychology. 

By adopting some terminological conventions MPs may be furmalised as fullows: Let SM(S) 

be the subject matter of some subject (or discipline), S, where the subject matter is construed 

as a set of entities. Let Ph be the discipline of philosophy and Py be the science of 

psychology, both construed as a discipline-specific lexicon. Properly speaking, a discipline 

is the investigation of a subject matter through a (set of) normative practice(s). While 

reco gnizing this, I use a linguistic criterion to identify such normative practices and to 

distinguish different disciplines from one another. As such, I categorize a discipline according 

to its discipline-specifIc lexicon. This lexicon win inchlde all and only those terms that are 

specific or essential to the discipline in question (e.g., the theoretical, methodological, 

technical, and specialized terminology). I assume that there is a relatively unproblematic way 

of specifYing such a list, or at least, of coming to some agreement as to what should be on the 

list.6 When quantified over all entities, MP s may be furmalised as: 

6 Admittedly, these are only ways of characterizing a discipline at some specific 
time. Neither the vocabulary list defining a discipline nor the set of entities that constitute 
its subject matter are conceived of as being fixed or closed beyond that specified time 
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[MPs] (defn): (::Jy YESM(Ph)) & (\ix (xESM(Ph) - xESM(Py))) 

Notice that this unspecified formulation of Metaphysical Psychologism can be modified (by 

a mechanicany definable substitution process) so as to express psychologism over any sub-

discipline of philosophy. This permits for the narrowing of the thesis to those areas of 

philosophy thought to be especially immune from, or vulnerable to psychological 

considerations. For instance, motivated by the thought that logic properly treats of 

psychological states and the rational operations (i.e., mental processes) involved in the 

formation, maintenance and revision of beliefs, Strong Metaphysical Psychologism over 

period. Instead of ~ing static, disciplines are open to discoveries and new developl'rents. 
These developments may effect alterations in the subject matter of a discipline, and the 
jargon used to denote and to describe that subject matter. It should be acknowledged that 
while both of these methods of characterizing a discipline are problematic, they are 
nevertheless common. 

A second common way of characterizing a discipline (at some time) is by 
identifying it with a list of statements. This approach has not been adopted, because it is 
inevitable that some ofthe terms used in these sentences are not specific or unique to the 
discipline in question. For instance, the sentence "I ~lieve that, if any normal person 
comes into my room, he will see the sal're chairs aM tables and bJoks and papers as I see, 
and that the table which I see is same as the table which I feel pressing against my arm" 
occurs in Russell's epistemological text The Problems of Philosophy (1). Yet Russell's 
desk [i.e., the table] is not itself part of the subject matter of epistemolo gy, and the 
expression "Russell's desk" is not part of the epistemological jargon. Since it is desirable 
to characterize a discipline as specifically as possible, it is best to attempt to do this 
according to a lexicon of terms as opposed to a set of statements. 

Finany, and perhaps most importantly, :it should be observed that, in the case of 
psycholo gistic theses discussed here, ifthere is any responsibility to specify the manner in 
which the entities or jargon essential to a discipline are to be determined, this task falls to 
the advocate ofpsychologism. In the event that these disciplines cannot be adequately 
characterized, the very intelligibility ofthe psycho logistic thesis (or relevant variation 
thereof) falls into question. As such, what I say here need be no more or less precise than 
what the advocate of psycho log ism asserts in his or her thesis. 
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logic [MPd may be defined as: 

[MPLl (defn): There exists an entity, y, such that y is an element of the subject matter of 

logic, and for any entity, x, ifx is an eletrent ofthe subject matter oflogic then 

x is an element of the subject matter o fpsychology. 

(::Iy YESM(L)) & (\Ix (xESM(L) - XESM(Py))) 7 

§1.4.2 - Philosophical Interest of Metaphysical Psycho log ism over Logic 

There can be no doubt that MP L has been widely held in the history of philosophy, or 

that it is the source of significant philosophical controversy.8 For instance, George (1997, 

216) reminds us that, in the Treatise (1739) Hume felt that ''the so Ie end oflo gic is to explain 

the principles and operations of our reasoning faculty, and the nature ofour ideas" (1978, xv). 

Importantly, Hume expressed this view nearly a century befure experimental psychology 

started to become widely established in Europe, suggesting thatthis view is likely a carry-over 

from the days before logic and psychology were properly segregated as unique disciplines. 

Yet this is precisely the view that remained in place more than a century later as 

evidenced by Mill's A System of Logic (1843), where logic is defmed as "the science which 

treats ofthe operations of the human understanding in the pursuit of truth" (1843, Intro. §3; 

7 U sing the satre substitution process, a parallel definition could be provided for 
Metaphysical Psychologism over epistemology (MPE). 

8 These points win only be briefly introduced at this juncture fur the purposes of 
motivating further inquiry. They are discussed extensively in furthcoming chapters. 
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1973,6).9 As such, it rmy not be an exaggeratbn to label this the traditbnal picture of 

logic, which Baker and Hacker describe as follows. «The established tradition was to view 

inference as the primary subject matter oflogic. Inferences were thought to be sequences of 

judgerrents(propositions, thoughts), andjudgements to be buih up out ofconcepts or ideas" 

(Baker and Hacker 1989,75). Since these were all viewed as rrental entities, it was natural 

to suppose that psychology, the new science of the mind, would treat of these same entities. 

It is this picture that lies at the root of Mill's oft-cited dictum that 'ls]o far as ... 

[logic] is a science at all, it is a part, or branch, of Psychology; differing from it, on the one 

hand as a part differs from the whole, and on the other, as an Art differs from a Science" 

(1865/1867, Ch. xx; 1979,359). Mill's justification for the claim arises directly from the 

claim that logic and psychology have the satre subject rmtter - namely inference. 

Moreover, the claim that the subject matter oflogic is psychological in nature gives 

rise to many significant problems in epistemology and the philosophy of logic. Most 

obviously, if logic is a branch of psycho logy, then they share the same ultimate foundations 

(however those foundations are to be explained). That is to say, the foundation oflogic is 

dependent upon certain factual characteristics ofhuman psychology. Ifthe subject matter of 

logic is psychological in nature, psychological states become the bearers of such logical 

properties as validity (and hence truth). Similarly, relations of consequence also hold between 

9 It will be argued in chapter 3 that, while it does capture his view that the purpose 
of logic is the guidance of thought, this quotation represents but one aspect of Mill's 
position on the subject matter oflogic. That said, this passage and the one immediately 
following capture those aspects of Mill's position as it is commonly characterized, and 
forms the position generally attributed to Mill 
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psychological states, and as such a certain class of evidential relations also pertain to 

psychological states. Not only are psychological entities the bearers of these logical 

properties, but these properties and relations themselves are explained in terms oftherelevant 

features of these psychological entities. Thus the nature and fOundation of logical relations 

are dependent on the facts of human psychology. 

Claims of this sort, may easily be seen as limiting the domain of appli:ability of logic, 

and hence as an impediment to any account of logic as objective and universal. If the laws of 

logic are dependent on facts of human psychology, then what is to say that they describe and 

regulate the ultimate features of some objective universe (be it physical, metaphysical, 

conceptual or linguistic), and not merely the fuw of human ideas? That is, what is to say that 

the laws of logic do not change when we move beyond the realm of human psychology? 

Moreover, since the mcts ofhuman psychology are typic any seen as contingent - indeed they 

are typically seen as changing over the course of hi story at the level 0 fboth the individual and 

the species - the necessity oflogic is also significantly threatened. Since the laws of logic are 

dependent on a changing set of contingent mcts, what is to be made of the claim that these 

laws nevertheless mark the path of truth and necessity? 

Quest ions such as these sug gest the level of philosophical controversy that is instigated 

by the claim of metaphysical psychologism over logic. Let us no w return to the question of 

what reasons might plausibly inform the claim of generic psychologism that philosophy is 

dependent on psychology. 
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§ 1.4.3 - Referential Psychologism 

Aside from claiming that the subject matter of philo sophy is psychological in nature, 

there is perhaps anotrer reason to think that psycholo gy is necessary for philosophy. Instead 

of making metaphy.;;icalclaims about the nature of philosophical 'entities', one might instead 

adopt a position regarding the semantics of the philosophical vocabulary. Cussms, fur 

instance, writes that "Referential psychologismholds that psycoological processes, activities 

and abilities constitute the entities referred to in some (apparently) nonpsychological part of 

our language or thought [i.e., philosophy)" (Cussins 1987, 127). Colloquially, one might 

render this as the claim that the entities referred to by some philosophical vocabulary are 

psychological in nature (i.e., they are part of the subject matter of psychology). More 

specifically, a preliminary definition ofRererentialPsychologism [RP] might be the thesis that 

any entity referred to within the philosophical lexicon is part of the subject matter of 

psychology. As with the metaphysical version of psychologism above, this might be 

considered the Strong version of Rererential Psychobgism, and is similar to MP in its 

historical relevance and in that it informs the formulation of psycho log ism as a reductive 

thesis. 10 MP and RP represent two different strategies for defining psychologism in the 

literature. MP is formulated in terms of the subject matter of a discipline, while RP is 

formulated in terms of the referents of terms in a lexicon. 11 

10 Again, I will argue below (§ 1.5.7) that the psychological dependence of 
philosophy may be established by the weaker thesis that some entity to which philosophy 
necessarily refers is also referred to within psychology. 

11 In §1.4.5 I denxmstrate that these two versions of psychobgism are equivalent. 
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As with MetaphysicalPsychologism, Rererential Psychologism maybe taken to apply 

specifically to some philosophical sub-discipline. Thus for instance, Toulmin defines 

"primitive psychologism" as referential ps)Chologism over the vocabulary of logic, writing 

that "Primitive psycholo gism ... [is] the view that sta tements in logic are about actual mental 

processes" (Toulmin 1958, 86). Engel offers a similar defmition when he writes, 

"Psychologism in general is the thesis according to which logic describes the actual 

psychological processes of reasoning" ([ 1989] 1991, 292). Before attempting to express 

referential psycholo gism over these sub- disciplines, it is important to note another parallel 

between referential and metaphysical versions of psycho log ism highlighted by Toulmin's and 

Engel's defmitions. 

Like MetaphysicalPsychoiogism, Rererential Psychologismcontains the implicit claim 

that philosophy (or some relevant branch thereof) refers to an actual set of entities. Thus 

Referential Psychologism carnot be expressed as a universal claim. Rather, imbedded in the 

psycholo gistic view is the existential claim that philosophical discourse refers to some set of 

actual entities, and it is these entities that are psychological in nature. Also similarly to 

Metaphysical Psychologism, the claim that philosophical vocabulary is not rererential carnot 

be accepted as proofofpsychologism. Rather, to deny that the philosophical vocabulary is 

referential (perhaps it performs some other linguistic function like expressing a norm ormle) 

is to deny psycoologism. Since the philosophical vocabulary does not refer to anything 

whatsoever, it cannot refer to psychological things, and this is to deny Referential 

Psychologism. So, as with Metaphysical Psycho log ism, the definition of Rererential 
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Psychologism must be revised to include the existential claim that there are entities to which 

the philosophical vocabulary refers. Incorporating this revision, a final defmition of Strong 

Referential Psychologism [RPsJ is the following. 

[RPsJ (defn): There exists some entity, y, such that some term in the phibsophicallexicon 

refers to it, and any entity referred to within the philosophical lexicon is part 

ofthe subject matter ofpsychology. 

Using the notational conventions introduced above, let us add another. R is the two place 

referentialrelation, which maps an entity, x, onto a term within the lexicon of some discipline, 

S (which :is itself construed as a lexicon). More colloquiany, we might treat the referential 

relation as roughly synonynxms with the' aboutness' relation that a discipline S is about the 

entity x. For the sake ofprecision I will speak only ofthe referential relation. So "RSx" tmy 

be read as "x is referred to by some term in the lexicon ofS", or as "the lexicon of S contains 

some term which refers to the entity x". RPs may now be furmalised as follows: 

[RP sJ (defn): (~y RPhy) & (\Ix (RPhx - xESM(Py))) 

As with MP, RP may be specified to a specific philosophical diocipline by a substitution 

process. So, for example, Strong Referential Psycholo gism abou t 10 gic [RP d may be defined 

as: 
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[RPd (def'n): There exists some entity, y, such that some term in the logical exicon refers 

to it, and any entity referred to within the logical lexicon is part of the subject 

matter of psychology. 

(:3y RLy) & (\ix (RLx _ xESM(Py))) 12 13 

§ 1.4.4 - Philosophical Interest 0 fReferential Psycholo gism about Lo gic 

As with MPL, RPL may re seen as the site of significant and familiar philosophical 

controversies. For instance, if logical terms refer to psychological entities then the 

foundations oflogic again become dependent on psychology. Now though, the dependence 

of logic on psychology is not explained by the claim that logical entities are psycholo gical in 

nature. Rather it is that the propositions of logic are about psychological entities, and as such 

logical truths are dependent on the truths of psychology. Since these truths of psychology are 

descriptions of psychological mcts, logic becomes dependent on facts about human 

psychology. Moreover, the truths of logic will have the same ultimate status as those 

psychological truths. So ifthe truths of psychology are contingent, then so are the truths of 

12 Admittedly, as with the general definition of Referential Psychologism, the 
success ofthis definition rests on whether an adequate criterion can supplied for properly 
specifying the relevant lexico n (i.e., the logical lexicon in this case). One way 0 f capturing 
the uniquely logical lexicon might be found in Tarski' s thesis that logical notions are those 
whose semantics are invariant under all permutations of the domain - that is, whose 
semantics do not change under all one-to-one transformations ofa domain onto itself 
(Tarski [1966] 1986; see also Sher, 1991). 

13 Using the same substitution process, a parallel definition could re provided for 
Strong Referential Psychologismabout epistemology (RPE). 
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logic. As with Metaphysical Psychologism, this presents an obvious obstacle to any account 

of the objectivity and necessity of logic. Further, if the truths of psychology may be known 

only after some kind of empirical inquiry, then the truths of logic rrny only be known a 

posteriori, indeed subsequently to some psychological investigation. 

This cursory sketch may be seen as a preliminary indication that Metaphysical 

Psychologism and Referential Psychologism have similar consequences. Both challenge the 

picture of logic as a system of universal and necessary truths which are objective and 

independent of any contingent facts - especially facts about human psychology. In the next 

section, it will be shown that the resemblance between Metaphysical and Referential 

psychologism is more than just apparent and coincidental. 

§ 1.4.5 - Entailments Between Metaphysical and Rererential Psychologism 

One of the central theses of this dissertation, and one that informs the philosophical 

methodology herein, is the claim that psychologism rrny be treated as a semantic thesis (or a 

collection of semantic theses). The epistemological problems associated with psychologism 

may be seen as consequences of particular (collections of) semantic theories, and the 

diagnosis and treatment of these epistemolo gical pro blems may be handled at the semantic 

level. So there is a close relationship betw een semant ics and the pro blem of psycholo gism, and 

this is the first occasion where this connection may be seen. 

My claim is that MP and RP are logically equivalent; they are two different ways of 

expressing the same basic idea (or thesis). Metaphysical Psychologismmakes a claim about 

the subject matter of a discipline, while Referential Psychologism makes a claim about the 
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referents of the vocabu lary of tha t discipline. MP holds that the subject matter of philosophy 

is psychobgical in nature. RP hokis that the referents for narres aoo the extension(s) of 

philosophical predica tes, relations and functions are selected from the domain ofthe referents 

o fpsycholo gical terms. Given certain assumptions, it may re shown that RP may re derived 

from MP and vice-versa. 

To show the relationship of mutual entailment that holds between these theses, it must 

be assumed that psycholo gical entit ies are the subject matte r of ps ychology by definitio n. The 

only other assumption that need be rrnde may be colloquially stated as the claim that the 

subject matter of a discipline (or subject) is just whatever it is that the relevant discipline is 

about. More technically, this assumption states that 

[SMD) A term in the lexicon of some subject, S, refers to something, x, just in case 

that something (whatever it is) is part of the subject matter of S. 

Let us call this supposition the Subject Matter Doctrine [SMD). SMD may Ix formalised as 

follows: 

SMD VS Vx (RSx - xESM(S)) 

Notice tha t SMD is neutral with respect to many adjacent topicsof philosophical debate (e.g., 

realism or anti-realism in either metaphysics or semantics). Normally SMD would be 

expressed with re spect to some particular discipline in which one takes a specific interest. The 
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SMD for philosophy, then, maybe formalised as follows: 

SMD(Ph) Vx (RPhx - xESM(Ph)) 14 

With these assumptions, it is possible to show the relation of mutual entaihnent between 

Metaphysical Psycholo gism and Referential Psycholo gismo 15 As has already been mentioned, 

since the definitions of Metaphysical and Referential Psychobgism and the Subject Matter 

Doctrine have been formulat ed in a generic wa y, the logical equivalence 0 fthese two versions 

ofpsychologism may be shown to hold also for any given sub-discipline ofphilosophy (e.g., 

logic or epistemology) merely by systematically and thoroughly substituting the appropriate 

subject name ("L" or "E" respectively) in place of ''Ph'' throughout. 

§ 1.4.6 - Theoretical Implications of the Equivalence of MP and RP 

Having established that MP and RP are logically equivalent, several observations are 

in order. First, psychologism itself is not inherently a metaphysical or a semantic thesis. 

Generically, it is a thesis about the dependence of philosophy (or some branch thereof) on 

psychology, and this dependence may be established in a variety ways. (Here we have 

14 By a substitution process similar to those described above, SMD may be 
formulated for any discipline, particularly any sub-discipline of philosophy (e.g., 
epistemology or logic). 

15 That this derivation can be easily demonstrated should be evident by seeing the 
theses collected together as is shown below. 
MP (::Jy YESM(Ph)) & (Vx (xESM(Ph) ~ xESM(Py))) 
SMD(Ph) Vx (RPhx - xESM(Ph)) 
RP (::Jy RPhy) & (Vx (RPhx - xESM(Py))) 

45 

(defn) 
(assumption) 
(defn) 



PhD Thesis - David M. Godden DgJarttrent of Philosophy, McMaster University 

considered two standard and equivalent ways.) 

Secondly, the resemblance of the controversies presented by this pair of doctrines is 

not a matter of coin;idence. Rather, MP and RP have the same consequences, and if one of 

them poses a problem so will the other. 

Finally, the equivalence of these two theses serves to vindicate the treatment of 

psychologism as a semantic thesis. Indeed, as I will argue in chapter 2, this is precisely the 

way in which Frege approached the issue, and provides the framework for his solution to the 

pro blems he associated with psychologism. Since psychologism itselfis neither a metaphysical 

nor a semantic thesis, the decision to treat it as one or the other turns on practical rather than 

theoretical concerns. 

§ 1.4.7 - Meaning, Reference and Psychologism 

To this point, we have considered one way in which the semantics for a discourse 

might be dependent on psychology. If the objects denoted within that discourse are 

psychological in nature, and reference plays a ro Ie in our explanation oflinguistic treaning, 

then the meaning of that discourse cannot be explained independently of psychology and 

Referential Psychologism results. 

Standardly, the reference ofan expression is seen as connected to its meaning.16 One 

way to explain the meaning of an expression is by ostension: by listing the objects denoted by 

names and falling under concepts. This might be seen as a referential or extensional theory of 

16 Though some have held that th! extension of some terms does not contrioote 
to, or form a part of, their meaning at all (e.g., 1.S. Mill). 
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meaning, where the meaning of an expression is given by the object(s) for which it stands. 

Similarly, one wa y of explaining the meaning of a statement is to give its truth conditions, and 

these are given withrefereoce to the fact or state of affairs described by (or corresponding to) 

that statement.17 Accounts of this kind might be called extensional explanations of meaning. 

Yet there are alternatives to the extensional theory ofmeaning. For instance, it might 

be asked whether the extension of a term is exhaustive of its meaning, or whether it merely 

contributes to it.IS And if the object ofan expression is not exhaustive of its meaning then 

there must be something else that contributes to it. Frege (1892) calls this the sense (Sinn) 

of an expression, and distinguishes this from its reference (Bedeutung). In addition to these 

terms, I will also use the terms "content" and "object" to indicate the sense and reference of 

an expression respectively. I take these terms to respectively mark the intensional and the 

extens ional aspec ts 0 f the meaning 0 f an expres sion. 

Having marked the distinction between the content and the object of an expression, 

17 One way to explain the nature of facts or states of affairs is to treat them as 
special kinds of complex objects. When speaking of the "object" or "referent" of an 
expression, then, I mean to include facts. Importantly, Frege saw the referent of a 
statement (that is, of a Thought) not as a fact but as a truth-value, and truth-values 
themselves were explained as special kinds of objects. 

IS Frege provides a classic articulation of this problem in his 1892 paper "On Sense 
and Refereoce". His argument therein might be summarized in the fonowing way. 
Suppose that the referential account of meaning is correct and exhaustive. On the 
assumption that the expressions ''the morning star" and "the evening star" designate the 
same object, then the identity claim "The morning star is the evening star" ought to be 
analytic and (thus) uninformative. That is, it ought to be of the same form as "The 
morning star is the morning star." But clearly claims of the fonn "a=b" are different from 
claims of the furm "a=a"; in particular, the furmer are infurmative in a way that the latter 
are not. From this, Frege concludes that there lllliSt be something beyond the rerereoce of 
an expression that contributes to its meaning. This he cans the expression's sense. 
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there appears another way in which psychology may become controversially relevant to the 

semantics of a discourse. Referential psychologism asserted that the referents of a discourse 

were psychological in nature. But, even if one were to give a non-psychological account of 

the objects of a discourse, one's semantics might still have an irreducibly psychological 

element just so long as one maintained that the meaning of that discourse could not be 

completely explained extensionally, and that the contents ofthat discourse were psychological 

in nature. 

Indeed, some theorists have defmed "psychologism" as a thesis asserting that the 

contents of linguistic expressions are psychological in nature. One might call this thesis the 

Psychologism of Sense. For example, Ben-Menahem has written that "psychologism is a 

much more specific error than linking philosophy with psychology: it represents a theory of 

meaning based on private ideas" (1988, 124). Similarly, Brockhaus \Wites that psychologism 

is "roughly the thesis that the ~anings ofwords are mental entities" (1991,494). Indeed, as 

will be seen in chapter 2, Frege's characterization of psychologism as the claim that "a 

[T]hought ... is so~thing psychological like an idea" ([1897] 1979, 143) amounts to 

Psychologism of Sense. A more specific version of Psychologism of Sense identifies the 

sense ofa linguistic expression with a psychological entity. This thesis might be expressed as 

follows: 

[PofS]( defn): There exists some entity, s, which is the sense of so~ term in the lexicon of 

some discipline, S, and the sense of any term in S is part ofthe subject matter 
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of psych 010 gy. 

So long as the contents of some lexicon are psychological in nature, the explanation of the 

meaning oft he terms and expressions using that lexicon would be dependent on psychology, 

and generic psychologism would be true. As such, Psychologism of Sense might be 

generically expressed as the thesis that psychology is necessary for explaining the sense (or 

content) of some philosophical lexicon. The generic formulation of Psychologism of Sense 

asserts the dependence of any explanation of sense (i.e., meaning) on psychology, while not 

specifying the nature of this dependency, or the reasons underlying it. 

More generally, so long as there is some component (be it extensional, intensional, or 

otherwise) which is both inherently psycho logical and contributes essentially to the 

explanation of the meaning ofthe expression(s) in question, it follows that the meaning ofthat 

expression carmot be explained independently of psychology, and some version of Generic 

Psychologism obtains. So, when considering psychologism as a semantic thesis, it is 

important to realise that Rererential Psychobgism represents only one form or version of a 

more general psychologistic thesis according to which questions of semantics are dependent 

on psychology. Drawing on the formulations used earlier, one might offer a generic 

formulation ofpsychologi<;m in semantics as follows. 

[SP]( defn): Semantic Psychologism is the thesis that psychology i<; necessary for 

explaining the semantics of some philosophical lexicon. 
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That is, Semantic Psychologism asserts that psychology is required for the explanation of the 

meaning of some philosophicallexi:on - that the semantics of a discourse cannot be explained 

independently of psycho logy. As with the earlier generic formulations of psycho log ism, SP 

is general in several respects. First, it is unspecified in that the parti:ular philosophical lexicon 

whose semantics is psychologically explained is not specified (though this may be done by 

substitution). Secondly, it is generic in that those features of tre theory of semantics which 

establish the dependence upon psychology are not specified. As such, either a psychological 

account of reference (the objects of a lexicon), or a psychological account of sense (the 

content of a lexi:on) meet the defmition of Semantic Psychologism. To deny SP is to 

maintain that the semantics of some lexicon may be given independently o fpsychology. 

§ 1.5 - Reductive Psychologism 

§1.5.l - Psycho10gism as a Reductive Thesis 

To this point, it has been observed that there are both metaphysical and semantic 

reasons for accepting the dependeocy thesis asserted by Generic Psycoologism. 

Metaphysically, it might be claimed that the subject matter of philo sophy (or some branch 

the reo f) is supplied bypsychology. Semantically, it might be asserted either that the referents, 

or the contents of philosophical terms are psychologi:al entities. Further, it has been 

demonstrated that, on the assumption of a reasonably innocuous doctrine about the subject 

matter of a discipline [SMD], Metaphysical Psychologism is a form of Semantic 

Psycholo gism, and is bgically equivalent to Referential Psychologism. These 0 bservations 

suggest still another way of characterizing psychologism. Instead of formulating 
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psychologism as either a metaphysical or a semantic thesis, psychologism may be fOrmulated 

as a reductive thesis. That is, psychologism may be fOrmulated as a thesis which asserts that 

philosophy simply reduces to psychology. 

The reductive aspect of psycho log ism was recognized from the very early stages of 

its philosophical discussion, and remains part of its conception to this day. For instance, it 

was articulated by Husserl's teacher Carl Stumpf, who wrote in his 'Psychologie und 

Erkenntnistheorie' (1892): 

"'psychologism' ... [is] the reduction of all philosophical research in general, 

and all epistemological enquiry in particular, to psychology" (Stumpf 1892, 

468; as cited in Kusch 1995, 103 ). 

Nor was Stumpf the only author to make such a connection. Nottumo writes that "Fries and 

Beneke can be characterized as holding that such scientific and philosophical disciplines are, 

in the more contemporary sense, reducible to ... psychology" (Notturno 1985,12). Finally, 

Pandit identifies and contrasts two principal strands of psycho log ism, methodological and 

reductive. Of the latter, Pandit writes: 

By ... ['reductive psychologism'] I intend to refer to the traditional concept of 

psychologism as a reductionist doctrine according to which logic and 

philosophy must be founded on, and in eftect rechlcible to, the laws of 

psychology. (Pandit 1971, 86) 

One rhetorical advantage of formulating psychobgism as a reductive thesis is that a 

certain degree of generality may be achieved in doing so. Firstly, reductive psychologismmay 
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be formulated in an unspecified way, so as to claim either that all of philosophy, or some 

specific sub-discipline of it, reduces to psycholo gy. Yet, even with this generality, the 

reductive thesis locates the controversial kernel ofpsychologism: the claim that philosophy 

is dependent on psychology. To see this, consider that a denial of the reductive thesis would 

involve the claim that philosophy (or some part thereof) does not reduce to psychology, but 

is instead (at least partly) independent of it. 

Finally, while characterizing the nature of philosophy's dependence on psychology 

(i.e., Generi:: PsychologEm), the reductive thesis need not identify the ultimate reason for the 

reduction- i.e., the features ofthe discipline that warrant the reduction, and ultimately explain 

the nature of the reductive relationship between the disciplines. The reductive thesis nny be 

specified either as a thesis about a philosophical subject matter, or the referents of 

philosophical terms, or indeed about any other intrinsically philosophical feature. Yet, this 

feature - whatever it is - need not be specified within the reductive thesis. Because of this, 

psychologism expressed as a reductive thesis suggests both a semantic and a metaphysical 

formulation, while remaining neutral between them. 

That said, a standard formulation ofthe reductive thesis is as a sennntic thesis. Pascal 

Engel, for instance, gives the following defmition for ''psychologism'': "The view that the 

laws and truths of logic are reducible to laws or truths of human psycholo gy" ([ 1989] 1991, 

376). Similarly, George identifies several varieties o f psycholog ism, the first ofwhich is the 

"eliminative psychologism of Locke and his followers, whose aim it was to replace logic with 

the empirical investigation of inrerential habits" (1997,237). Of the rest, George says that "a 
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comIIDn element in all but the eliminative variety is their reductionism, namely of logical 

relations to psychological ones" (ibid.). In these formulations, it is the semantic features of 

the discipline that are the locus of the reduction. It is the truths, laws and relations oflo gic 

that are dependent upon certain facts of human psychology, and are reducible to certain 

claims about those psychological facts. 

So the question of the psychological dependence (or independence) of philosophy 

may be construed as a question of reducibility, and this reducibility is often conceived as 

primarily semantic. Indeed, a marked degree of comprehensiveness is afforded by selecting 

the semantic features of philosophy as the locus of reduction over any other disciplinary 

features that might be the subject of reduction. To see this, suppose it is claimed that some 

other set of features of the discipline of philosophy are the locus of reduction. (Take for 

instance Nottumo's claim (1985, 9) that it is the methodological features of the two 

disciplines which establish either their dependence or independence.) So long as it may be 

established that those other features (be they metaphysical, methodological or whatever) 

may be systematically related to, or captured within, the vocabulary and discourse of 

philosophy, any alternative furm ofreductionism could be formulated as a semantic thesis. To 

use our example, so long as the methodology of a discipline is expressible as a linguistic 

practice, it maybe articulated in a set of principles and statemmts involving some discipline­

specific jargon of which the particularly methodological terms would be a proper sub;et. 

Thus the question of methodological reduction becomes a question of semantic reduction 

That is, the question of whether the methodology peculiar to philosophy reduces to 
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psychology becomes the semantic question of whether those particularly methodological 

principles and staterrents are reducible to principles and statements in psychology. Again 

then, the claim that psychologism may be treated semantically (as a collection of semantic 

theses) is corroborat ed by the formulation of psychologism as a reductive thesis. 

§ 1.5.2 - Strategies for Rejecting MP and RP 

The fact that psychologism may be furmulated as a reductive thesis is not merely 

informative in regards to the controversial aspects of psychologism (the dependency of 

philosophy on psychology), it is also instructive in suggesting a strategy for its refutation. 

If psychologism claims that philosophy reduces to psychology, then its denial involves the 

claim that (some part of) philosophy is essentially irreducible. So one way to reject 

psychologismis to claim that philosophy does rot reduce to psychology because there is some 

essentially philosophical feature (be it semantic, metaphysical, methodological or what have 

you) that is not present in psychology. Since philosophy is not reducible in this respect, it is 

also independent from psychology in this respect. Indeed, we may formulate the denials of 

both Metaphysical and Referential Psychologism as claims that the philosophical disciplines 

do not reduce to psycholo gy. 

For instance, one way to reject Metaphysical Psychologism would be to show that 

there is at least one entity that is a part of the subject matter of philosophy but which is not 

a part of the subject matter of psychology. That is, it IIDst be shown that: 

:3x (xESM(Ph) & x$SM(Py)) 

Similarly, to reject Referential Psychologism, it could be shown that philosophy is about at 
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least one thing that is not referred to in psychology. This Imy be formulated as: 

[~RP"] :::Jx (RPhx & ~RPyx) 19 

This rejection strategy has been widely adopted, and frequently accepted as successful over 

the historical course of the psychologism debate. 

§1.5.3 - Psychologism and the Prescriptive Function of Logic 

We have just seen that the first, and perhaps most obvious, response to psychologism 

as a reductive thesis is to deny that any such reduction is possible on the grounds that certain 

logical properties are simply irreducible. Among the more prevalent properties asserted to 

be irreducible are the normative (i.e., prescriptive and evaluative)20 features of logic.21 

19 NB These are not the only ways to deny tretaphysical and referential 
psychologism. Another strategy would be to deny that philosophy (or some relevant sub­
discipline) treats of any subject matter, let alone a psychological one. This strategy is 
discussed later. 

20 I distinguish at least two senses ofnonnativity. One is an evaluative sense in 
which "prescriptive" is opposed to "descriptive". The other is a constitutive sense in 
which "normative" is contrasted with "naturalistic". This anows for normatively infurmed 
descriptions which nevertheless do not have prescriptive elements (though they may well 
have prescriptive consequences). These two senses are related but itxlependent. For 
example, a constitutive set of norms may have prescriptive consequences which produce 
an evaluative set of no rms. I am concerned only with nonnativity in its former sense in this 
section, since, typically, it has been in this first sense that logic's irreducibility to 
psychology is explained. 

21 Importantly, the prescriptive qualities oflogic are not the only features of it 
which have been considered to be irreducible to psychology. Jacquette (1997b, 321-329) 
considers the following list of properties which have been claimed to be distinct to logic 
and irreducible to psychology: i) exactness, ii) a prioricity, iii) prescriptivity, iv) 
universality, v) that logic is discovered, vi) that logic is theoretically basic, vii) objectivity 
of the objects studied, and viii) objectivity ofthe discipline itself. In each case, Jacquette 
argues that, unless one begs the question against psychologism, one cannot maintain that 
any of these properties are irreducible to psychology. 

The discussion which follows is limited to the prescriptive aspects ofthe 
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For instance, Herbert Feigl writes that: 

Ever since Frege's and Husserl's devastating critiques of psychologism, 

philosophers should know better than to attempt to reduce normative to 

factual cate gories. It is one thing to describe the actual regularities ofthought 

or language; it is an entirely different sort ofthing to state the rules to which 

thinking or speaking ought to conform. (FeigI1963, 250; cf. Philipse 1989, 

58) 

Notice that F eigl' s remark not only conceives of psychologism as a reductive thesis, but Feigl 

further conceives of the mistake 0 f psycho log ism as kind of category mistake - a fulhcyof 

reduction akin to the naturalistic fallacy (Philipse 1989, 58). That is, the irreducible feature 

of logical discourse is its essential normativity. 

To this day, this move is frequently seen as sufficimt to reject psychologism. For 

instance, Jacquette writes: 

Iflogic ... studies patterns ofinference from thoughts to thoughts, then it has 

appeared to some theorists that logic is a branch of psychology that can best 

be understood in terms ofthe most advanced psychological science. Against 

this psycho logistic view of logic, antipsychologistic opponents have argued 

that logic is not a descriptive theoty of how we actually think, but a 

disciplines. I do not speculate as to whether analogous conclusions to the ones which I 
make hold for the other properties suggested by Jacquette. 
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prescriptive account of how we ideally ought to think. (Jacquette 1997a, V)22 

Yet, not all authors share the view that such a move is sufficient to contradict psycho log ism. 

Haack, for example, takes the descriptive / prescriptive contrast to mark the bouooary 

between stro ng and we ak vers ions of ps ychologism. S tro ng psycholo gism, she defmes as the 

view that "logic is descriptive of mental processes (it describes how we do, or perhaps how 

we must, think)" (Haack 1978, 238), while weak psychologism is defmed as the view that 

"logic is prescriptive of mental processes (it prescribes how we should think)" (ibid.). What 

considerations would determine whether this prescriptive thesis is philosophically interesting 

or controversial? 

First, it is important to note that the prescriptive thesis attempts to deny the complete 

reducibility of logic to psychology. Moreover, while it typically grounds this denial on the 

claim that logic has some irreducible and essential property (usuallynormativity), it does not 

deny that logic and psychology treat of the same subject matter. That is, it does not deny that 

the suQiect matter of logic is psychological in nature (i.e., n:ental processes). 

§1.5.4 - Qualified Referential Psychologism 

For this reason, Camap calls such a view 'qualified psychologism', and describes it as 

follows. "Still clinging to the belief that there must somehow be a close relation between logic 

and thinking, they say that logic is concerned with correct or rational thinking" (Carnap 1950, 

§ 11; 1962, 39; as cited in Toulmin 1958,86). The idea behind such a view is something like 

22 It should be noted that Jacquette himself does not hold this view (l997b, 323-
324). 
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this. While philosophy does indeed treat of an actual subject matter which is psychological 

in nature, philosophy is only concerned with this subject matter in a limited way. That is, 

philo sop hy is on ly con cerned with a limited range 0 f the pro perties oft his subject matter (e.g., 

the normative ones). Such a view might be caned QualifIed Referential Psychologismand may 

be defined as folbws: 

[QRP] (defn): Qualified Referential Psychologism asserts Referential Psychologism 

(conjoined) with the following qualifIcation: there exists at least one 

property or feature of the entities referred to in the psychological 

lexicon which is exclusively of philosophical interest.23 

Similarly, this qualification may be specifIed as the metaphysical claim that there exists at least 

one property or feature of the subject matter of philosophy which is exclusively of 

philosophical interest. When this qualillcation is conjoined with MP it would produce 

Qualified Metaphysical Psychobgism [QMP). For example, it might be claimed that while 

logic is concemed with correct or rationalthought,psychology, bycontrast,isconcemed with 

thought in all of its forms. 

23 Notice that, as with previous defInitions, QRP has been formulated in a generic 
way so that a mechanical substitution process will permit QRP to be formulated over any 
sub-discipline ofphilosophy. Also an equivalent defInition could be provided in 
metaphysical te11.lE. 
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§ 1.5.5 - The Pro blem with QualifIed Referential Psycho10gism 

As was mentioned initially QRP has been advanced as a rejection of psycho logism, and 

the rationale for this employment ofQRP might be explained as follows. The implicit claim 

in QRP is not merely that philosophy has a limited interest in a psychological subject matter, 

but rather that this limited interest is exclusive to philosophy. The implication, with such a 

view is that those properties of philosophical interest are someoow not psycholo gical in 

nature, but are exclusive to philosophy. As such, philosophy cannot be reduced to 

psychology, and philosophy is not dependent on psychology at least in this respect 

Indeed, even Haack, who admits that her 'weak psychologism' is indeed a fonn of 

psychologism, claims that it avoids the epistemological problems historic any associated with 

psychologism. She writes, "on the weak psycho logistic view, though thought is applicable 

to reasoning, the validity of argument consists in its truth-preserving character; it is in no 

sense a psychological property" (Haack 1978, 241). That is, it would seem that Haack 

maintains that a weaklypsychologistic view allows for the independence oflogicallaws from 

psychological considerations and contingencies. 

Yet, Haack's conclusion in this matter is not precisely certain Consider Haack's 

'weak psycholo gism' as a version of Qualified Referential Psychologism about Logic [QRP d. 

J.S. Mill seemed to affirm such a claim when he wrote, "I conceive it to be true that Logic is 

not the theory of Thought as Thought, but of valid Thought; not of thinking, but of correct 

thinking" (1979, 359). Despite this, Mill irrnnediately proceeded to say that logic "is not a 

Science distinct from, and coordinate with, Psychology. So far as it is a science at all, it is 
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a part, or branch of Psychology; differing from it, on the one hand as a part differs from the 

whole, and on the other, as an Art differs from a Science" (ibid.). That is, just as Referential 

PsychologisIl\. leads to Logical Psycho log ism, so, it seems, does Qualified Referential 

PsychologisIl\.. 

To see that this move is insu:fflCient to make inert the probletmtic elements of 

psychologism, one need only to consider the question: What are the norms of logic to be 

founded upon? To this question, Mill proceeded to answer that the ''theoretic grounds [of 

logic] are wholly borrowed from Psychology, and include as much of that science as is 

required to justify the rules ofthe art" (ibid.). That is, QRPL is an insufficient answer to the 

problem of psychologism, because, as Shanker says, ''to say that the laws of logic are 

prescriptive does not rule out that they form a suooet of psychology's descriptive laws of 

thinking" (Shanker 1998, 84). Similarly, consider Frege's remarks in his (1918) essay "The 

Thought." There Frege writes: 

The word 'law' is used in two senses. When we speak of moral or civil laws 

we mean prescriptions, which ought to be obeyed but with which actual 

occurrences are not always in conformity. Laws of nature are general features 

of what happens in nature, and occurrences in nature are always in accordance 

with them. ([1918] 1977, 1) 

Now, if we were to understand the above position correctly to be a refutation of 

psycholo gism, then we would expect Frege to claim that the laws of bgic are of the fOrmer, 

prescriptive sort. Yet, Frege continues: 
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It is rather in this [latter] sense that I speak oflaws of truth. Here of course 

it is not a matter of what happens but of what is. From the laws of truth there 

follow prescriptions about asserting, thinking, judging, [and] inferring. (ibid.) 

For Frege, as for Mill, the essential matter is not whether logic is essentially normative or 

prescriptive. Both Mill and Frege would have affnmed that it is. Rather, what is at the nub 

of the issue is what it is thatjustifles 10gicaUaws as normative laws. As Philipse writes: "The 

issue is not whether logic is a normative discipline, but what kind of science provides 

normative logic with its theoretical basis. And the mistake of psycho log ism is not that it tries 

to deduce ought from is, ... [its] mistake is that it conceives [of] this is as a factual is, and thus 

makes the normsoflogicdependent on facts" (Philipse 1989,62). For Frege, as for Mill, the 

normative laws of bgic derive from some other set of descriptive laws - the question at issue 

is: "What kind oflaws are these?" Or, as Frege so aptly reminds us: "What is the subject 

matter of these basic laws?" And, to say that they are the laws ofthought may not be entirely 

helpful. As Frege went on to write: 

But there is at once a danger here of confusing different things. People may 

very well interpret the expression 'law of thought' by analogy with 'law of 

nature' and then have in mind general features of thinking as a mental 

occurrence. And so they might come to believe that logic deals with the 

mental processes of thinking and with the psychobgicallaws in accordance 

with which this takes place [as with, e.g., Referential Psychologism]. ([ 1918] 

1977, 1) 
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So, for Frege, the problem with psychologism is not that it denies that logic has a prescriptive 

function. Instead, the problem is that the standards which inform and constitute the laws of 

logic are a function of the suQiect matter of those laws. According to QRPL> this subject 

matter is still conceived of as psychological in nature and as having contingent properties 

which determine the character of logical norms. 

§1.5.6 - The Essential Normativity of Logic Revisited 

By considering psycho log ism as a reductive thesis, and by relating this to the claim 

that logic is an essentially normative, prescriptive discipline, we have started to approach the 

core problematic aspectofpsychologism. It would seem that the pro blemis not whether logic 

has a prescriptive function, but rather what the foundation of this pr escript ive functio n is. As 

a result of considerations like these, Philipse distinguishes psychologism from a reductive 

thesis and anti-psycholo gism from the claim that philosophy (logic in this case) is essentially 

prescriptive. Philjpse writes: 

Psychologism does not necessarily identify the descrjption of regularities of 

thought with stating the rules to which thinking ought to conform, as Feigl 

sugge sts [in the quo te co nsidered above § 1.5.3]. Rather it distinguishes the 

two and then affIrmS a relation between them, viz. that the former is the 

theoretical basis ofthe latter. Nor does psychologism necessarily 'reduce 

normative to factual categories' ... the mistake of psycho log ism is not that it 

defines evaluative categories in descriptive terms. Its errorrather consists in 

thinking that the defining expression of the evaluative definition relevant to 
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logic contains factual categories. Although its categories are non-nonnative, 

they are not factual. In this sense, the mistake of psycho log ism did consist in 

the attempt to reduce oormative tofactual categories. (Philipse 1989,62-63) 

The core of the psycho logistic thesis, then, does not have to do with whether or not logical 

laws have a nonnative or descriptive character. Indeed, both psychologism and anti­

psychologism may consistently maintain that they have both. As such, the claim that logical 

laws are essentiany oonnative does not, and cannot serve as the basis for an effective 

refutation of psychologism. The source ofthe debate seem;, instead, to be the foundation 

upon which the normativity oflogicallaws rests. That is, the fundamental question has not 

to do with the character of logical laws, so much as their subject matter. And, as Philipse 

observes above, this metaphysical thesis may be expressed in semantic terms, as a thesis 

regarding the components required to defme logical principles. These two questions, 

regarding the subject matter of logic and regarding the foundation of logical laws are the 

primary foci of discussion in the chapter to follow. 

In response to this type of consideration, Camap provides a second strategy for 

responding to the ps)'Chologistic claim that philosophy (or some branch thereof) reduces to 

psychology, and so is dependent upon it. Camap begins by rejecting the strategy attempted 

by Qualified Referential Psychologism, writing: 

The characterisation of logic in tenns of correct or rational or justified belief 

is just as right but not more enlightening than to say that mireralogy tells us 

how to think correctly about minerals. The reference to thinking may just as 
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well be dropped in both cases. Then we say simply: mineralogy makes 

statements about minerals, and logic makes statements about logicalrelations. 

(Camap 1950 § 11; 1962, 39; as quoted in Toulmin, 86) 

In the end, then, Camap denies psychologism by denying - rather than qualifying - Referential 

Psycholo gismo Here, what Camap denies is that logic treats of a psychological subject matter. 

Instead of inference (or some other mental process) the subject matter of logic is logical 

relations. Further, it is because logic has a subject matter that is different from psycholo gy­

and this subject matter is fundamentally non-psychological in nature - that logic does not 

reduce to psychology. It would seem, then, that the only way to safely insulate the 

foundations of logic from psychological contingencies is to assert the position that Haack 

defines as anti-psychologism: the claim that "logic has nothing to do with mental processes" 

(Haack 1978,238). 

In summary, we have seen that, while psychologism may be instructively treated as a 

reductive thesis, not all approaches to denying this reduction are sufficient in avoiding the 

problem of epistemological relativism prompted by psychologism. Claims that logic is 

essentially prescriptive are consistent both with psychologistic and anti-psychologistic 

accounts of the foundations of those norms, and it is the foundations of those norms which 

is the controversial element of psycho log ism. Further, if the foundation of the prescriptive 

character of 10 gic is conceived of as a function of its subject matter, then the only way to 

safely deny the reductive or controversial aspects of psycho log ism is to deny that the subject 

matter of logic is psychological in nature. 
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§1.5.7 - Psychologism Essential versus Exhaustive 

There is a second tmjorconsequence oflooking at psychologismas a reductive thesis. 

As a reductive thesis, psycholo gism claims that philosophy (or some branch thereof) reduces 

to psychology, and because of this (the relevant branch of) philosophy is dependent on 

psychology. But, the dependence ofphilosophy on psychology (i.e., Generic P sycho log ism) 

need not be the result ofa complete reduction of the former to the latter. Indeed, philosophy 

may be dependent on psycholo gy just so long as some necessary component ofphilosophy is 

reducible to psychology. 

In a metaphysical context, psychologism does not need to claim that the subject matter 

of philosophy is a proper part ofpsycoology (and as such completely reduces to it). Rather, 

the dependence of philosophy on psychology is established by the weaker claim that 

psychology makes an essential and ineliminable contribution to the subject matter of 

philo sophy. The contribution ofpsychobgy does not have to be complete or exhaus tive, only 

unavoidable. Put another way, it need not be claimed that the subject matter of philosophy 

is entirely psychological in nature; rather, it need only be claiIred that the subject matter of 

philosophy is essentially psychobgical in nature - that SOIre essential part of the subject 

matter ofphilosophy is psychological in nature. The qualification that the part be essential is 

required in orderto ensure that the innocuous aspects of generic psychologism, which assert 

only that psychology E sometimes relevant to phibsophy, are avoided. 

Yet, the Strong version of Meta physical Psychologismconsidered earlier claimed that 

the subject matter of phibsophy is completely psychological in nature - that all philosophical 
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entities are psychological entities. This thesis is certainly historicany relevant. For example, 

Mill may be read as having argued that the subject matter oflogic is completely psychological 

in nature, and Beneke argued that the discipline of philosophy completely reduces to 

psychology. Yet, while it is hi<;torically interesting, theoretically this type of thesis may be 

overly strong. For this reason, I have called such versions of psychologism "Strong". 24 

As we saw above, to deny Strong MetaphysicalPsychologism one need only claim that 

there is some element ofthe subject matter of philosophy which is not psychologicalin nature. 

Such a denial would assert only a partial independence of philosophy from psychology. 

Philosophy would only be independent of psychology in respect of those philosophical 

elements whose natures are not psychological. Typically though, anti-psycho logistic thinkers 

such as Frege have not argued for a partial independence of philosophy from psychology; 

rather, they have argued for the complete, or essentia~ independence of philosophy from 

psychology. In denying the philosophical dependence on psychology, anti-psychologism 

asserts that all the core business of philosophy (ie., philosophy in an of its essential respects) 

may be conducted indepeooently from psychological considerations. (Indeed, as will be seen 

in the next chapter, this is the po sition for which Frege argued even when responding to 

Strong versions ofpsychologi<;m in logi;.) 

§1.5.8 - Strong versus Weak Psychologism 

With these considerations in view, it is worthwhile to modify the formulations of 

24 Those generic versions of psychologism which assert the philosophical relevance 
ofpsychobgy (e.g., GP, EP, LP and SP) are articulated in a such way as to allow for both 
strong and weak interpretations while remaining neutral between them. 

66 



PhD Thesis - David M. Godden Departmmt of Philosophy, McMaster University 

Metaphysical and Referential Psychologism so as to allow for the weaker versions indicated 

therein. Beginning with the metaphysical version of psychologism, Weak Metaphysical 

Psychologism could be expressed as folbws: 

[MP w](defn): There exists an entity, x, such that x is a necessary part of the subject 

matter of philosophy, and x is also part of the subject matter of 

psycholo gy. 

More colloquially, it might be said that Weak Metaphysical Psychologism asserts that some 

essential component ofthe suQject matter of philosophy is psychological in nature.25 Similarly, 

Weak Referential Psychologism may be defmed as follows: 

[RP w] (defn): There exists an entity, x, such that philosophy necessarily refers to x, 

and x is also referred to within psychology. 

MP wand RP w share two important similarities with their stronger counterparts. Both MP w 

and RP ware unspecified in the sense that their scope may be narrowed so as to identify some 

particularly interesting phibsophical discipline (e.g., epistemology or logic) by a process of 

25 I am content to remain reasonably neutral or liberal when it comes to the 
specification of such a modally qualifying expression. Admittedly, much hangs in the 
balance concerning how such a qualifx;ation is actually spelled out. I suggest that these 
two offerings might be acceptable on similar grounds since, on standard accounts of 
essence, an essential property of something is a property which is necessarily true of it. 
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substitution. Also, as with the stronger versions of these theses, MP wand RP w are logically 

equivalent. The inter-derivability of these theses may be demonstrated by invoking the 

Subject Matter Doctrine introduced above. 

Again, these weaker versions still establish the dependency of philosophy on 

psychology (i.e., Generic Psychologism) and as such remain centres of philosophical 

controversy. Yet they do not go so fur as to claim that philosophy is completely reducible to 

psychology. Rather, they work by claiming that some essential element of philosophy is 

psychological in nature. 

Admittedly, such a defmition will only succeed on the assumption that some acc eptable 

account of what is essential to philosophy maybe specifIed. Moreover, should these versions 

of psycholo gism be at issue, the question 0 f exactly which elements are essentialto philosophy 

and exactly how those elements are to be determined will be a matter of considerable debate. 

(Perhaps it is for this reason that both the advocates and the denouncers ofp sycholog ism have 

argued for the strong versions oftheir respective positions. Usually it is claimed either that 

philosophy is completely dependent on psychology or that it is completely independent of it.) 

It might be suggested that the essential elements of philosophy are those entities which are 

part ofthe subject matter of philo sophy by defInition - part of the very concept ofphilosophy. 

Alternately, a rhetorical strategy for the advocate of psycho log ism might be to assert that all 

and only those :features of philosophy which have been claimed to be irreducible to psyclx>logy 

are somehow reducible. The point remains, though, that since the claim that psycholo gy is 

sometimes relevant to philosophy is oot controversia~ and does not establish the dependence 
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of philo sophy on psychology, it is crucial to the very formulation of the psychologistic thesis 

that some acceptable account of what is essential to philosophy can be specifIed. 

§ 1.6 - Psychologism and Naturalism 

§1.6.1 - Naturalism in Contemporary Epistemology 

In the preceding sections, we have considered several specific reasons why it might 

be argued that psych010gy is necessary for philosophy. First, if the suQject matter of 

philosophy is inherently psychological in nature, then one would have good reason to think 

that phi1osophical questions are answered by the results of psychological inquiries. 

Equivalently, ifthe referents ofthe philosophical lexicon are given by psych010gical entities, 

then philosophical truths depend on psycholo gical discoveries. Alternately, ifthe content of 

philosophical expressions are psycholo gical in nature, then the philosophical enterprise and 

the truths therein are dependent on psychological facts. Indeed, if the meaning of the 

philosophical lexicon is at all explained psychologically, then the business of philosophy 

cannot be conducted independen tly 0 f psycholo gy. As if these were not enough, there is yet 

another reason that is commonly ofrered in support of the claim that psychology is required 

for philosophy. Specifically, this consideration claims that psychology is required by 

epis temolo gy. 

Recall the generic thesis of epistemological psychologism which asserts that 

psych010gy is necessary for epistem01ogy. That is, the pritmry business of epistemology 

cannot be conducted independently ofthe results of psychological investigation. Now, what 

reason might there be to justify such a claim? Well, if it were thought that epistemological 
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properties andrelations of justification were ultimately and properly explained by some subset 

of psychological features, epistemology would clearly dep end on psycho logy. Yet this claim 

marks a recent turn in the road of epistel1X)logy. Indeed, this turn not only appears on many 

epistemological maps, but it is part ofthe widely travelled trade-route that accounts for most 

oftoday's epistel1X)logical commerce; much epistel1X)logical freight is now routed along this 

road. 

The last half-century has witnessed a profound and pervasive shift in the theoretical 

and metmdologicalsuppositions informing epistel1X)logical enquiry. Hilary Komblith captures 

this shift with his claim that "[r]ecently, epistemology has taken a psychological turn. It is 

now widely believed that questions about the justifIcation of belief cannot be answered 

independently ofquestions about a beliefs causal ancestry" (1982, 238). This type of view 

is commonly caned a "causal theory of knowledge",26 and its central thesis is that causal 

processes related to belief states are necessary for epistemological theory. 

Weak versions of causal epistemology claim that the epistemic properties ofbeliefs 

cannot be entirely accounted for without some reference to the causal processes connected 

to those beliefstates. That is, causal processes form a necessary component of any acceptable 

epistemology. Stronger versbns claim that the epistemic properties of beliefs may be 

completely explained without looking beyond the causal processes connected to them, either 

because those causal processes are sufficient to explain the epistemological properties of 

26 I will use the term "causal epistemology" synonymously with the l1X)re common 
expression "causal theory of knowledge". 
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belief, or because the epistemological properties of beliefs are equivalent to their causal 

properties. In either case, the strong version of causal epistemology claims that the study of 

causal processes is exhaustive of epistermlogical inquiry. As such, epistermlogy becomes 

dependent on, or reducible to, natural science. 

Not only is the causal theory of knowledge tJPically presented as a fonn of 

natura lism, 27 but it is c ommo nly iden tified with psyc holo gismo In this regard, Komblith writes 

that "psycholo gistic theories [of knowledge] are those which hold that a belief isjustifiedjust 

in case its presence is due to the workings of the appropriate sort of belief forming 

process"(Komblith 1982, 242) where a belief forming process is construed as "the causal 

chain which leads to the production of a belief' (ibid.; see also Kitcher 1979,243). Here 

Komblith advances a strong version of causal epistemology where questions of justification 

are equated with and reduced to questions about the psychological processes producing a 

belief stat e. "The justificatio n conferring pro cesses 0 fpsycholog ised epist emology ar e nothing 

more than those processes which accord with the epistemic rules o faps ycho logistic theories" 

27 There are two principal types of naturalism - ontological and epistemological 
(Bezuidenhout (1996, 744) (following Hatfield, 1990) calls these metaphysical and 
methodological respectively.) Ontological naturalism is a thesis about the kinds of things 
that exist in the universe. It asserts that the only kinds ofthings that genuinely exist are 
the objects of natural science. As such, ontological naturalism may lead to reductionism 
Epistemological naturalism, on the other hand, is a thesis about the proper explanation of 
epistemic concepts (e.g., justification), and may lead to psycho log ism. 

Depending on one's understanding of epistermlogical naturalism, the causal theory 
of knowledge may not be sufficient to establish naturalism If one understands naturalism 
to mean that naturalistic terms are not merely essential to an explanation of epistemic 
concepts, but that naturalistic concepts provide a complete account of epistemic ones, 
then the weak version of causal epistemology will not establish epistemological 
naturalism. 
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(Komblith 1982,242).28 Accordingly, concepts central to epistermlogy such asjustification 

(and hence evidence) are explained in psychological terms. On such a picture, the business 

of the epistemologist is not independent of psychology. In fact, it is not at all clear that 

there is any separate business exclusive to epistermlogy, which instead seems to be a franchise 

28 It might seem as though Kornblith's analysis here leaves open the possibility 
that a certain priority may re given to the epistemic rules of apsychologistic theories, thus 
making ps~hobgised epistemobgy not entirely dependent on empirical investigation of 
belief-forming processes. 

But such an approach is, in principle, not consistent with naturalised epistemology. 
Rather, Kornblith claim; that the causal processes leading to the production of a belief 
supply both the necessary and the sufficient conditions for determining the justifJability of 
that belief (op. cit.). According to Kornblith, and other naturalists, the naturalized 
foundations of epistemology replace any normative foundations we once, and incorrectly, 
thought epistemology to have. Except for truth, there are no epistemological properties 
of be lief states which may be explained independently of the causal processes involved in 
arriving at true beliefs. Now, it just so happens that there is a certain accordance, or 
correspondence, with certain belief-forming processes and those epistemic rules which we 
mistakenly thought had a non-natural epistemic fOundation. The fact of this accordance 
retains the epistemic 'goodness' of many old inference patterns and belie:fS resulting from 
therefrom. 

Further, the claim that you cannot pick out those causal processes which mark 
epistemicany virtuous beliefs or inferences without first having some notion of what those 
epistemic virtues are contributes significantly to a criticism ofKornblith's position, and 
others similar to it. In eschewing normative accounts of justification and evidence, the 
naturalist claims that she can get by with truth as the only real independently definable 
epistemic virtue. But an objection to this is that there are other epistemically relevant 
relations (e.g., relevance, necessity, sufficiency) which contribute to our notion of 
justification which are actually involved in determining which causal processes will be 
selected as epistemicany significant. So an objection to Kornblith's position c1aims that 
any accordance between epistemic rules and 'justification conferring processes' is actually 
established by a prior, am non-natural account of those epistemic rules and virtues. 
Kornblith cannot accept such a position consistently with his naturalism 

Further, if such a position is true, the anti-naturalist may proceed to ask the 
following question: if you already have an account of epistemic rules and virtues, what do 
the causal processes contribute? Indeed in strongly anti-naturalist positions, it simply does 
not make sense to speak of 'justification conferring processes', and it is faBe to claim that 
psychological states are the bearers of epistemic properties. 
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operation of psychology. Because ofthis, the philosopher may simply clear his inventory of 

epistemological stock, and replace it wholesale with the newest psychological product to 

adorn the shelves and shopwindows. Indeed, while he is at it, the philosopher might as well 

change the sign hanging over his door as well. 

§ 1.6.2 - Psychologism and its Relation to Naturalism 

This type ofnaturalism has become one of the primary motivating forces behind the 

contemporary revival of psychologism. Many authors take psychologism to be roughly 

equivalent to some version of naturalized epistemology, or at least a direct consequence of 

it. Perhaps the most renowned contemporary advocate of epistemological naturalism is 

Quine, who (for similar but distinct reasons than those introduced above) advertises that 

"Epistemology in its new setting ... is contained in natural science as a chapter ofpsycholo gy" 

(1969, 83). (Quine's position is discussed at length in chapter 4.) Yet, despite the close 

historical, theoretical and commercial relationship between naturalism and psychologism, 

neither thesis on its own entails the other. 

To see this, consider a modification of the generic thesis of epistemological 

psychologism[EP], which explains the epistemological dependence on psychology as we have 

just done. Consider Bezuidenhout's defmition of epistemological psychologismas the thesis 

that "the epistemological properties of beliefs or judgements depend on the psychological 

processes which are responsible for those beliefs or judgements" (Bezuidenhout 1996, 743). 

Notice that there are actually two strands of psychologistic thought at work in 

Bezuindenhout's definition. First, on the assumption that beliefs and judgements are 
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psychological states or operations, the assertion that beliefs or judge~nts are the bearers of 

epistemic properties fits the definition ofMetaphysicalPsychologism[MP E] already discussed. 

Second, there is the additional claim that those epistemological properties depend on 

psychological occurrences. It is this second strand of psycho logistic thmght which is of 

interest to us at this juncture. This latter form of EP might be expressed as follows: 

[EP*] Epistemological properties are a function of psychological processes. 

As a functional thesis, EP* asserts the generic psychologistic thesis that epistemological 

properties are dependent on psychological processes. It fonows from EP* that psychology 

is necessary for ep istemolo gy (i.e., EP). At the same time, E p* is generic in the sens e that it 

does not specify the precise nature of this functional relationship. In its strongest form, EP* 

asserts that epistemological properties result from psychological processes - that is, that there 

is some universal law-like relation (e.g., causality) between psycho logical processes and 

epistemological properties. A weaker version might claim that there is a non-arbitrary, but 

nevertheless non-determinate, statistical correlation between psychological processes and 

epistemological properties. Fuoctional theses are normally interpreted to assert something 

more than a ~re correlation founded only on coincidence. This law-like relationship may be 

founded on an underlying causal structure, or on so~ other feature of the two domains, and 

in its stronger versions, EP* may be interpreted as an explanatory thesis claiming that 

epistemological properties are properly explained in terms of psychological processes. 
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Finally, the claim that epistemological properties are a function of psychological processes 

allows for interpretations on which the latter provide either a complete or only a partial 

explanation of the fonner. 

In a similar way, the central idea of epistemological naturalism [EN] (as discussed 

above) may be captured in the claim that the epistemologi:al properties of beliefs or 

judgetrents depend on the natural (usually causal) processes which are responsible for those 

beliefs or judgements (cf. Bezuidenhout 1996, 743). Again, separating the functional thesis 

from the tretaphysical thesis, we get: 

[EN*] Epistemological properties are afunctionofna tural (usually causal) processes. 

On a normal understanding of natural processes as causal processes, EN* asserts more than 

a merelyfunctionalthesis. Rather, EN* isan explanatory thesis which asserts that the proper 

explanation of epistemological properties E causal (or at least that the proper explanation of 

epistemological propertiesrequires some discussion of causal processes). That is, EN * asserts 

a causal dependence of epistemological properties on natural processes. Also, since EN* 

allows for interpretations on which natural processes are the sole determining factor providing 

an exhaustive explanation of epistemobgical properties, or interpretations on which they are 

merely contributing factor, EN* is general enough to capture both the strong and weak forms 

of naturalism (discussed above). 

75 



PhD Thesis - David M. Godden Departtrent of Philosophy, McMaster University 

§ 1.6.2.1 - Inferring Psychologism from Naturalism (EN* f- EP*) 

With these two theses in hand, the question of the relationship between 

epistemological psychologism and epistemological naturalism, may now be formulated as a 

question concerning the relationship betw een EP * and EN*. Yet 0 bviously EP* and EN* are 

not equivalent; nor is one the direct consequence of the other. Rather, psychologism [EP*] 

follows from epistemological naturalism [EN*]29 only if two additional claims are also 

accepted: one about the nature of psychology, and a second about the explanatory relevance 

of psychology. Let us consider the relevance thesis fIrSt. 

In order for psychologism to follow from epistemological naturalism it must be 

assumed that psychology is a natural science. This assumption, which could be called the 

Empirical Psychology Thesis [EPT] may be expressed as follows: 

[EPT] Psycholo gy is a natural, empirical science \\-hich studies psychological states 

and processes. 

The claim that psychology is a natural science has consequences concerning the nature of its 

subject matter. As a natural science, psychology studies the natural world. So 

psychologicalsta tes are natural sta tes, and psycho logical processes are natural (usually causal) 

processes that obtain between psychological states. A claim ofthis sort is required to derive 

29 In the remainder of this section I will use the general terms "naturalism" and 
"psychologism" to indicate the specific theses EP* and EN* just defmed. 
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psychologismfromnaturalism because, it must be established that both the subject matter and 

the method01ogy of psycoology is of the same kind as that of the natural scimces. If 

psychological states and processes were not a kind of natural states and processes, then no 

psychological consequences would follow from any connection established between natural 

processes and epistelIDlogical properties. Further, it must be assumed that psychology 

studies a natural subject matter in fundamentally the same way as the natural sciences. Were 

psychology to be classified as a non-empirical science (say, an a priori science), then the 

discoveries of natural science would not be relevant to it. Indeed, Bezuidenhout (1996) 

argues that this is precisely the form that psychologism soould take. If psychology proceeds 

independently ofnatural science, then the truth ofpsych01ogism would be independent of the 

truth ofnaturalism. 

That said, psychology today is typically seen as an empirical science, whose methods 

and foundation are no different than those of any other scientiftc practice and body of 

knowledge. Psycholo gy itself, even folk-psychology, is typically seen as a (pseudo- )scientific 

theory, whose function and success rests on its ability to predict and explain hUlllln behaviour 

(whether at the personal, or sub-personal level). Psycholo gical entities such as beliefs and 

desires are understood to be natural entities, having the same place in the causal chains of the 

universe as extra-mental natural entities. They are seen as suQj ect to the same laws of cause 

and effect, and their arising and succession are thought to be completely explicable solely with 

reference to these causal laws. Even those woo argue that there are some special properties 

of psych010gical entities (e.g., intensional, semantic, epistemic, alethic, representational or 
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logicalproperties), commonly argue that these properties are supervenient on the underlying, 

and universal causal framework, and as such, may be completely identified with them and 

explained by them. 

The second assumption that must be made in inferring psychologism from 

epistemological naturalism is that psychology supplies the relevant set of natural processes 

capable 0 f explaining epistemolo gical properties. This thesis might be called the Relevarx:e 

of Psychology Thesis [RPT], and may be expressed as follows. 

[RPT] If epistemological properties are a function of natural (usually causal) 

processes then the relevant natural (i.e., causal) processes are psychological 

processes. 

Basically, [RPT] asserts the epistemological relevance of psychology.30 Such a move is 

required since naturalism may be true, and psychologism may nevertheless be mIse, just so 

long as some causal processes are epistemically relevant, but not the psychological ones. For 

30 Imp:>rtantly, the relevance will val)' depeIXling on whether we are dealing with 
strong or weak versions ofpsychologism. For strong versions only causal processes will 
be involved in explaining epistemological properties. This thesis might be stated as: ''If 
epistemological properties are a function of natural (usually causal) processes then all the 
relevant natural (i.e., causal) processes are psychological processes." Yet, for weaker 
versions causal processes will not provide an exhaustive explanation, but they will form a 
necessary or essential component to any explanation. This thesis might be expressed as: 
"If the epistemological properties are a function of natural (usually causal) processes then 
some natural (i.e., causal) process necessary for explaining epistemological properties is a 
psychological process." 
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psychologism to be follow from naturalism, a special class of natural processes must be 

epistemicany relevant: the cognitive ones.3
! 

§ 1.6.2.2 - Inferring Naturalism from Psychologism (EP* f- EN*) 

Psychologism [EP*] entails naturalism [EN*], on the other hand, only on the 

assmnptim that psychology is an errpirical science (ie., EPT). This claim is required 

because, as we have just seen, were psychological states transcendental, or ideal states instead 

of natural ones then ps)Chologism could be true without entailing naturalism. A relevance 

thesis, on the other hand, is not required, since implicit in psycho log ism is the claim that the 

epistemically relevant states are psychological ones (ie., RPT is already implicit in EP*). Also, 

on the assumption of EPT, naturalism is simply a generalised implication of psychologism 

So the thesis that psycholo gy is a natural science is required for both derivations, while the 

assmnption of the relevance of psychology is only required to derive ps)Chologism from 

naturalism. 

§1.6.3 - The Relation of Psycho log ism to Naturalism: Implications 

Having established the relationship between psychologism and naturalism, several 

observations are in order. First, the refutation of psycho log ism is not suffIcient for the denial 

of epistemological naturalism. After all, if psychology is not a natural science, then 

psychologismisnot even relevant to the truth of naturalism But even onthe assumptionthat 

psychology is a natural science, the epistemological naturalist may survive an attack on 

3! By a cognitive process, I mean those psychological processes that are causally 
involved in the production and maintenance of the doxastic states of epistemic agents. 
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psycholo gism by claiming that it is not the psychological aspects of beliefs and judgemmts 

that compose the epistemically relevant processes, but rather that it is some other type of 

natural process that obtains between them. Only those epistemological naturalists also 

committed to the epistemic relevance of psycho logy [RPT] will be defeated by a refutation 

of psychologism. 

That said, it is commonly held that there is a close relationship between 

epistemological naturalism and psycholo gism, and both the relevance and the empirical nature 

ofpsychology are widely accepted particularly amongst epistemological naturalists. Indeed, 

the closeness of the association between these two doctrines is explained to a significant 

degree by this mct. Finally, both epistemological naturalism and ps)Chologism of this sort 

share yet another incriminating similarity. As was observed when setting out the definitions, 

both theories hold that the bearers of epistemic properties are belief states.32 Since belief 

states are commonly held to be psychological states, this goes a long way to explain the 

acceptability of the relevance thesis [RPT] and the naturalists' commitment to it. More 

importantly, if the bearers of epistemic properties are psychological states, then the subject 

matter of epistemology is psychological in nature. Thus epistemological naturalism is but a 

short step from metaphysical psychologism as well. 

In light of this, it would be rather difficult to accept epistemological naturalism, as 

32 Kitcher is explicit about this when he articulates the fullowing as one of four 
claims that he considers characteristic ofwhat he calls "traditional naturalism". "The 
epistemic status ofa [belief] state is dependent on the processes that generate and sustain 
it" (1992, 75; emphasis added). 
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defined above, only to deny psychologism (or vice versa). The naturalized trade routes of 

epistemology quickly lead across the psychological border. An epistemological naturalist 

wishing to deny epistermlogical psychobgism woukl have to deny either the relevance or the 

empiri:al nature of psychology, and doing either is tantamount to driving on the wrong side 

of the psychological road. (While possible, it is best done only when the road is empty, for 

any traffic will be driving in the other direction!) Given this relationship between the two 

doctrines the contemporary revival of psycho log ism as a theoretically viable doctrine may be 

seen as due, in a large part, to the recent prevalence of causal or otherwise naturalized 

epistemology. That said, it is just as important to recognize that epistemological naturalism 

is only one kind of argument offered in support of psychologism. As such, a refutation of 

epistemological naturalism is byno means suffIcient to categorically reject psychologism. On 

the other hand, the psychologistic epistemologist wishing to deny naturalism must deny that 

psychology is an empirical science, and as such must also drive on the wrong side of the 

psychological road.33 

So if psychologism has taken to cashing its theoretical cheques on the accounts of 

epistemological naturalEill, then a dermnstration of the hmkruptcy of naturalist program in 

epistemology ought to provoke a considerable re-evaluationofthe solvency o fpsyc holo gism, 

let alone its viability as an ongoing venture. While an audit of this magnitude is well beyond 

33 That is not to say that this canoot be done, or that it is wrong to do so. After 
all, it is commonly known that the British - an otherwise sensible people - regularly drive 
on the wrong side of the road. The only point is that this is our pract ice; it is not the 
practice here. Recall, though, Bezuidenhout's (1996) position (mentioned above) wherein 
she advocates a non-naturalist account o fpsychology. 
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the scope of the present inquiry, two important points remain to be made. 

§1.6.4 - Varieties of Psychology and Varieties of Psycho log ism 

The first point has to do with the acceptance of the thesis that psychology is a natural 

science. While it must be admitted that the conception of psychology which currently prevails 

is that of an empirical, experimental scieoce, this was not always the case. Psychology has 

been variously conceived of as a transcendental science, and as a rationalistic, intro spective 

science. The point here is that one's conception ofpsychology will infurm one's notion ofthe 

nature of psycho log ism (Cussins 1987, 127). 

For instance, Notturno observes that "[t]he historical relationship between 

psychologism and introspectionism is strong" (1985, 12). This may be explained by the fact 

that "[n]ineteenth-century German psychology viewed introspection as the appropriate 

method of inquiry, and proceeded in large measure by training subjects in the vernacular of 

the psychologist's pet theory and bidding them to introspect" (Sober 1978, 169). As such, 

"psycholo gism" has even been define d in terms of introspective psychology, the rationale for 

which appears in Abbagnano's entry for "psychologism" in the 1967 Encyclopaedia of 

Philosophy. Abbagnano describes this rationale as follows: "The only instrument 

philosophical inquiry had at its disposal is self-o bser vat ion (or introspection) and ... there is 

no way to establish any truth other than by reducing it to the subjective elements of self­

observation" (Abbagnano 1967, 520; as quoted in Notturno 1985, 12). In this context, 

Beneke articulated a fully-developed psychologistic position, claiming that "[k]nowledge of 

our self, i.e., psycho logical knowledge, is the central starting point; it is the basis of all other 
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philosophicalknowledge. What is more, all other philosophical knowledge can only be gained 

through this [psychologicaij knowledge" (Beneke 1833,14; as quoted in Kusch 1995,101). 

Now, while the connection between introspectionism and ps)Chologism may have an 

explanation, the question remains: is it material to the philosophically controversial aspects 

of psycho log ism? 

Notturno answers this question by saying that "the ground of psychologism is neither 

a commitment to introspectionism nor, ironically, even a commitment to the prirmcy of 

psychological methods of ilX}uiry" (Nottumo 1985, 15). According to Notturno, the 

controversial aspects of psycho log ism arise not as a result of the kind ofpsychology that is 

advanced - psychology may be introspectionist, experimental, behaviourist, neurological, 

cognitive, or even transcendental. The problems of psychologism (if any) result not from 

some psychological rrethod or technique, but instead from the very nature of psychology 

itself. Psycholo gy, under any conception, is the study ofthe human mind, and the problematic 

aspects of psychologism arise from the dependency that is asserted to hold between 

philosophical topics and facts about the structure or operations of human minds. 

That, in any event, is the strongly an ti-psycholo gistic position. According to the anti­

psychobgist, independence from the human mind is one of the required features of the 

objectivity aimed at within philosophy. For instance, the foundation and necessity of logical 

laws is mind-independent, and these properties, as well as the laws themselves, are 

determinable independently from psychological inquiry. 

While recognizing this as the anti-psychologistic position, it must be acknowledged 
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that our conception of psychology will determine our idea of the nature of psychologism 

(Cussins 1987, 127) and may well affect any controversial consequences psychologism is 

capable of producing. For instance, suppose that psychology is an a priori, transcendental 

science capable of discovering the rational laws which necessarily govern any and all minds 

capable of thought. If the laws of psychology are somehow universally necessary and 

determinable a priori, then several of the epistemological consequences of psychologism 

previously identifted as problematic are arguably avoided. Yet, it is beyond the scope of the 

present inquiry to determine whether a position like the one just described (e.g., Kant's) is 

psychologistic in any controversial respect. So, for the purposes of this inquiry, I limit my 

conception ofp sycho logy to that ofa natural science; that is I assume EPT. I hasten to add 

that such an assutq)tion should neither jeopardize nor limit the signiftcance ofmy inquiry. As 

I have already not ed, no t only is it a commonplace today that psychology is an empirical 

science, but each of the po sitions discussed in the remaining chapters accepts this assumption 

also. 

§ 1.6.5 - Defining Psycoologism in a Climate of Naturalism 

The second point to 0 bserve at this junctur e concerns the way psychobgism ought to 

be deftned in the contemporary climate of epistemological naturalism. Given the theoretical 

proximity of psycoologism and naturalism, it is especiany crucial that these theses be defined 

and treated independently. Perhaps an even more important point, though, is that one cannot 

be defmed in such a way that the other is assumed to be true. Particularly, psychologism 

cannot be defmed in such a way that its denial asserts the truth of epistemolo gical naturalism. 
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To inustrate these points, consider the following definition ofpsychobgism due to 

Hilary Komblith. 

[KP] (defn): "Psychologism E the view that the processes by which we ought to arrive at 

our beliefs are the processes by which we do [in fact] arrive at our beliefs" 

(Komblith [1985] 1994,9).34 

Given the preceding discussion of causal epistemology, the motivation behind Komblith's 

definition should be obvious. Since the nature of justification is properly explained in terms 

ofthe processes by which we arrive at (and perhaps maintain or revise) our beliefs, the correct 

explanationofwhich beliefs we ought to have, and why we ought to have them, is to be given 

in terms of those belief-forming processes. On the assumption of such a picture, psychologism 

is just the thesis that we can study those processes by which we ought to form our beliefs 

simply by studying the processes by which we actually do form our beliefs (i.e., Komblith's 

definition). Or, to put it more generally, we can study justification psychologically; we can 

do epistemolo gy just by doing psycholo gy. 

Having said that the motivation behind Komblith's defmitionmight be clear, it should 

quickly be added that the definition itself is far from clear. For instance, how ought we to 

understand the identity claim it ascribes? To see the problem posed by this question, observe 

34 Importantly, this defmition appears in the popular and widely distributed reader 
Naturalizing Epistemology (MIT Press, 1994) in which some of the most seminal and 
sympathetic papers on the topic have been collected. 
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that it is exceedingly difficult to ascertain how Komblith's definition ought to be quantified 

and fonnalised. As such, Komblith's definition may well be so irreparably vague as to be 

deerred incoherent. 

But, there is a more significant (pemaps even insidious) problem with KP. To see this 

pro blem, notice first that Komblith's use of the tenn "ought" in his definition lacks a context 

in which it can be provided with any substantive content. Presumably, this usage may be 

explained as an attempt to defme psychologism without reference to any particular set of 

evaluative nonns or standards. Yet, considering that it is precisely the foundation of those 

norms that is at issue in the psychologism debate, this is prima facie unsatisfuctory. What 

might Komblith plausibly mean by "ought" here? A reasonable answer is that the processes 

by which we ought to arrive at our beliefare those processes which produce in us rationally 

justified, true beliefs.35 On such a reading, Kornblith 's Psycho log ism is 

[KP'] (defn): "Psychologism is the view that the processes by which we ... [arrive at 

rationally justified true beliefS] are the processes by which we do [in fact] 

arrive at our beliefS" (Komblith [1985] 1994, 9). 

35 Note that such an answer is neutral between naturalist and non-naturalist 
epistemologies (though perhaps the non-naturalist might seek to supply some additional 
criterion). The difference between naturalism am non-naturalism is not the stamard of 
justification itself, but rather the way in which the notion of justification is properly 
explained. As Komblith writes, "Causal theorists of knowledge do not deny that 
knowledge is some sort of justified true belief; they merely give a non-standard account of 
what it is for a belief to be justified. They claim that a belief is justified just in case it is 
caused by a reliable process" (Komblith 1994, 132). 
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More generally, the point here is that the beliefs which we ought to have will be determined 

by their epistemic properties. So the processes by which we arrive at the beliefs which we 

ought to have will be the pr oc esse s appro pria te ly associated with whatever beliefS have those 

desirable epistemic properties. By invoking the idea of epistemological properties, and 

associating these to beliefrorming processes, KP begins to resemble the more recognizable 

thesis of epistemological psychologism EP*. Yet, before exposing the pro blems inherent in 

Komblith's defmition undermining this res emblance and the over all suitability ofthe defmition, 

consider the problems surrounding its quantification. 

While there is no clear or obvious way of quantifYing Komblith's definition, many 

plausible attempts resuh either in a trivial truth or a trivial falsehood concerning whether or 

not we have any rationally justified true beliefS. 

F or instance, consider: 

For any belif{ p, and any person a and any process P, if a comes to believe p by 

process P, then a ought to come to believe p by P. 

But this definition is obviously false. After all, we come to believe every belief by some 

process or other, regardless of whether the belief ~ true or false, justified or unjustified, 

known or unknown So it is quite plain that there are a great number ofbeliefs that we have 

that we ought not to have. Each of those beliefs we arrived at by some process, and each of 

these processes are processes by which we ought not to have arrived at the corresponding 

belief. (For 1his reason we cannot read Komblith's identity claim as a b~conditionaleither.) 

Nor does it do any good to reverse the antecedent and the consequent of our con:litional to 
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produce the following: 

For any beliifp, and any person a and any process P, ifa ought to come to believe 

p by process P, then a comes to believe p by P. 

The pro blem with this is that there are many beliefs that we ought to believe - and hence ought 

to come to believe by some process - that we nevertheless fail to come to believe whatsoever. 

The mere fact that we ought to believe something is no guarantee that we will indeed come 

to believe it. Perhaps, then, the following revision will be helpful: 

For any beliefp, and any person a and any process P, ifa ought to come to believe 

p by P then, if a comes to believe p at all, a comes to believe p by P. 

While overcoming earlier pro blems, this definition fails because it is trivianyfalse. It amounts 

to the claim that we have no :mIse or unjustified bel~fs; yet obviously we do. Recan that, for 

the causal epistemologist, the process by which we ought to arrive at a belief is the very thing 

that justifies that belief So the revised defmition amounts to the claim that, if there is a 

justification for a belief, p, and anyone, a, in fact comes to believe p, then a is justified in 

believing p. Yet, the fact is that people have all kinds of beliefs for which they have no 

justification or only a bad one. More importantly, some of those beliefs are indeed justifiable. 

That is, a justifIcation exists for those beliefS - or in the terms ofthe causal epistetrologist, 

there is a process by which one ought to have reached that belief. The problem with this 

defmition, then, is this: the mere fuct that a justifIcation exists for a belief (even when that 

justification is explained as a belief forming process) does not guarantee that I will reach that 

belief in such a way that I amjustified in believing it. 
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So, on some quantifications, Komblith's psychobgism comes out as trivially mIse. 

On the other hand, some quantifications make Kornblith's definition trivially true. For 

instance, consider that the denial of Komblith's psychologism [KP'] is: 

~[KP']: It is not the case that the processes by which we arrive at rationally justified, 

true beliefs are the processes by whi:h we do in fact arrive at our beliefS. 

At frrst gloss, this thesis appears to deny that we have any rationally justified, true belie:lS. 

One way, then, ofreading the denial of Komblith's thesis might be as rollows: 

~[KP"]: It is not the case that, for any belie~ p, if P is rationally justified and true and 

was arrived at by some process P, then that process P was the process by 

which we in fact arrived at p. 

From this, it would appear that the person wishing to deny Komblith's thesis must hold that 

we have no belie:lS that are both true and rationany justified. To do otherwise would be to 

lapse into immediate contradiction. Mter all, surely if we have at least one rationally justified, 

true belief, we must have arrived at it somehow. How could this process (whatever it is) not 

be the process by which we in fact arrived at that belief? 

Yet, the fact that we have rationally justified, true beliefS does not even count as 

evidence for psychobgism, let alone count as sufficient prooffor psychologism. The denial 
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of psychologismhas nothing to do with whether all of our belie:lS are true or justifJable; rather 

it has to do with what makes our beliefs true, and how they are justified. 

The problem with Kornblith' s definition of"psychologism" is not due to any lack of 

charity in the reading, and it is not the result of any hidden ambiguity in the term "process,,?6 

Rather, it is the presence of this term itself that is the source of the problem Komblith 

attempts to define psycholo gism purely in terms ofthe processes by which we arrive at beliefs 

of a certain kind - the kind we ought to hold. So, whether one asserts or denies Komblith's 

Psycholo gism, one is left making claims about the processes by whk:h we (ought to) come to 

our belie:lS. 37 This realizat ion point s to a hidden ass umption at wo rk in Kornblith' s defmition -

an assumption which is not only the actual site ofKomblith's psychologism, but which is also 

the real source of controversy in Kornblith's definition. 

On the surface, KP merely asserts the trivial truth that the processes resulting in 

epistemically meritorious beliefs are (a subset oj) our actual belief-forming processes. This 

thesis is neither controversial nor psychologistic. Yet, on the additional assumption that 

epistemic properties are explained in terms of belief-forming processes, one gets the familiar 

psycholo gistic claim that epistemology is a description of these actual mental processes. Let 

36 For example, it is not due to any ambiguity between a logical as opposed to a 
psychological process. 

37 Admittedly, since it is difficult to coherently banish the vagaries from Komblith's 
definition (e.g., determining how to quantify it), it E just as difficult to determine how to 
properly negate it. That said, both elements of Kornblith's defmition(boththe sides of its 
identity claim or the antecedent and the consequent of its universally quantified 
conditional, etc.) are formulated in terms of the processes involved in the furmation of 
belie:lS. 
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us can this Komblith's Assumption [KA): 

[KA](defn): The proper explanation of epistemic properties is given in terms of belief-

forming processes of some sort. 

Without this presupposition, Komblith's Psychologism [KP) is not even recognizable as a 

version o fpsycholo gismo To see this, suppose that Komblith's Assumption [KA] is false. If 

KA is false, then the processes by which we arrive at belie:fS would be irrelevant to their 

epistemic merit, and so we could not even pick out the beliefs which we ought to have on the 

basis ofthe process by which we arrived at them. Rather, the beliefs which we ought to have 

would be determined by their epistemic properties (e.g., truth and rational justification). In 

this light, Kornblith's Psychobgism [KP] is reduced to the trivial truth that, if we have any 

rationally justified true beliefs, we arrived at them somehow. Not only is this claim not 

psychologistic, it is not controversial whatsoever. So, in order to read Komblith's definition 

[KP] as a philosophically interesting thesis, we must already accept KA.38 

Worse still is that even negations ofKP seem to take their place in the logical space 

38 NB: I do not here attempt to raise arguments against the naturalist theory of 
justifIcation, or attempt to show that the claim [KA] that the proper explanation oj 
epistemic properties is given in terms oj belief-Jorming processes oj some sort is mIse. (1 
do take KA to be a central tenet of naturalist accounts of justification.) Rather, my aim 
here is to show that Komblith's definition of"psychologsm" presupposes that KA is true. 
I then claim that Komblith's definition of "psychologism" is unacceptable, not because 
naturalism is false, but because psychologism and naturalism must be defmed 
independently of one another. 
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demarcated by the truth ofKA. The point here is that in denying KP, one is left inthe position 

of asserting KA - and it is KA that is the real source of controversy. The denial ofKP claims 

that the processes resulting in epistemically meritorious beliefs are not among our actual 

belief-forming processes, so epistemology cannot be descriptive ofpsychology. Rather, one 

must specifY some other set of processes (other than the actual ones) which produces 

epistemically desirable beliefs. As such, since the denial of Komblith's Psychologism still 

involves making a claim about how we (ought to) arrive at beliefs, it still holds that the subject 

matter of epistemology is some set of processes by which we arrive at beliefs - we just have 

to sort out which processes and whichbelie:lS. (It is precisely when thedenierofKomblith's 

thesis attempts to do this that he runs into trouble.) So even the denier of Komblith's 

psychologism is left in the position of claiming that epistemic properties are given in tel'llE of 

some kind of belief-forming processes. 

Yet a strongly anti-psychologistic position denies that mental processes have any 

relevance to logic whatsoever. Recall Haack's definition ofanti-psychologism as the claim 

that "logic has nothing to do with mental processes" (1978, 238). Kornblith's defmition 

simply does not allow one to take up a strongly anti-psycho logistic position in relation to it. 

Rather, it localizes the psychologism de bate around beliefforming processes, a position which 

is inherently psychologistic. In the next chapter we will see that Frege identifies this as the 

mistake of confusing logical laws - which are properly seen as laws of truth - with the laws 

of taking-to-be-true. To this Frege objects that "[a] derivation from these laws, an 

explanation of a mental process that ends in taking something to be true, can never take the 
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place of proving what is taken to be true" ([ 1918] 1977, 2; cf. [1897] 1979, 146; [1884] 1980, 

vi). So, on Frege's view, the psychological process by which we arrive at any belief is 

irrelevant to how the content of that beliefis to be justified. Moreover, it does not even make 

sense, on a strongly anti-psychologisticview, to talk about the logical processes by which we 

in fact arrive at some belief. Logical relations are evidential)' relations, and they do not 

represent - nor are they embodied in -processes by which we arrive at beliefs (see my §2.4.7). 

But, reasonable attempts to negate Komblith's definition do not seem to allow one to 

forrrulate the anti-psychologistic thesis that "logic has nothing to do with mental processes" 

(Haack, op. cit.). So beyond the initial oddity ofKomblith' s definition lurks the more sinister 

presumption that [KA] the proper explanation of epistemic properties is given in terms of 

some sort of belief-forming processes. 

So far, we have considered two theses which assert some verSIOn of KA. 

EpistemologicalPsychologism [EP*] claims that the epistemological properties are a function 

of psychological processes. Epistemological Naturalism [EN*], on the other hand, asserts 

that the epistemological properties are a function of na tura1 (usually cau sal) processes. Yet, 

if Komblith's definition is not to presuppose the very thesis at issue [EP*], it must be 

supposed that KP presumes tha t the processes responsible for epistemological properties are 

natural processes [EN*]. That is, the only way to intelligibly interpret Komblith's defmition 

of psychologism without having it completely beg the que stio n is to suppose that 

epistemological naturalism is true. So, in affirming that [KA] the proper explanation of 

epistemic properties is given in terms of processes of some sort, even the denier ofKP is 
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affinning epistemological naturalism. 

Yet, as has already been noted, epistemolog£al naturnlism is but a short step from 

psycholo gismo Indeed, as remarked at the beginning of this section, many naturalists 

(accepting both the epistemological relevance [RPT] and empirical nature of psychology 

[EPT]) hold that epistemological naturalism leads directly to psychologism For instance, 

Kornblith writes that, in place of epistemic rules and principals, "a psychologistic theory of 

knowledge is characterized by a description of a set of justification-conferring processes" 

(Komblith 1982, 239). Similarly, Kitcher writes that "On the psycho logistic account [of 

knowledge], we suppose that the question of whether a person's true belief counts as 

knowledge depends on whether or not the presence of that true belief can be explained in an 

appropriate fashion. The difference between an item ofknowledge and mere true belief turns 

on the mctors which produced the belief (thus the issue revolves around the way in which a 

particular mental state was generated)" (Kitcher 1979, 243). As such, a definition of 

psychologism which presupposes epistemological naturalism is no more neutral than one 

which presupposes epistemological psychologism itself 

§1.7 - "Psychologism": A Working Definition 

At the beginning ofthis chapter, I set two goals. The first goal was to distinguish the 

thesis of psycho log ism from those theses with wh£h it has been historically enmeshed. This 

project has only been partially completed. The second of these goals was to supply a 

stipulative definition of "psychologism" for the purposes of analysis and evaluation in the 

remainder 0 f this inquiry. 
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The general furm of psycoologism is the claim that psychology is relevant to 

philosophical inquiry. This general thesis needs refinement, so as to render it controversial 

and philosophically interesting. In genera~ such a refmement involves the claim that 

philosophy is somehow dependent on psychology. Two such refinements involve the 

specification oft he manner and the domain of that dependence. As regards to the domain, it 

was observed that the controversial aspects of psychologism etrerge with the isolation of 

those realms of philosophical inquiry that are thought to be either (i) impervious to 

contingencies or any sort (logic) or (ii) impervious to contingencies of a particularly 

psychological sort (epistemology). The manner of the philosophical dependence on 

psychology may be established in a number of ways. For exarrple, it might be claimed that 

the subject matter of philosophy is psychological in nature, or equivalently that the referents 

of philosophical terms are psychological entities. Alternately, it might be claimed that the 

explanation of the semantics of some philosophical lexicon is dependent on psychological 

considerations (e.g., the contents of philosophical expressions are psychologi:al in nature). 

In these respects, it should be recognized that "psychologism" denotes a family of individual 

but related theses asserting the philosophical dependence on psychology. 

On the other hand, psychologism may be distinguished from several adjacent theses. 

Firstly, psychologism is not inherently connected with any particular conception of the 

discipline of psychology; rather, it may have introspectionist, transcendentalist or 

experimentalist forms. Also psycho log ism should be distinguished from the claim that 

philosophy completely reduces to psychology - a claim which establishes an especially strong 

95 



PhD Thesis - David M. Godden Departm::nt of Philosophy, McMaster University 

version of psychologism. Rather, psychologism need only claim that psychological 

considerations are essential to philosophy, not that they are exhaustive of it. On a related 

point, by showing that the pre!£riptive function oflogic is consistent with both psychologism 

and anti-psycho log ism, anti-psychologism was separated from the claim that logic is 

essentiallynormative. This afforded the additional insight that it is not the prescriptive nature 

oflogicallaws so much as the foundation upon which these laws rest which is at issue in the 

psychologism debate. Finally, the relation between psychologism and epistemological 

naturalism was specified. It was claimed that while the two doctrines are commonly held to 

be roughly equivalent, this is only due to the fact that it is connnonly held both that 

psychology is a natural science and that it studies properties which are epistemicallyrelevant. 

Yet, in spite of their contemporary proximity, I argued that the two theses must be kept 

separate, and that each must be defmed in a way that is neutral with respect to the other. 

While there are other adjacent theses that still await investigation and analysis, I am now in 

a position to stipulate the version of psychologism that will be the topic of inquiry and 

evaluation for the remainder of this inquiry. 

As I have previously argued, the generic claim that philosophy is dependent on 

psychology is suffIcient to gererate controversy and hence to be of philosophical interest. 

Yet, the version ofpsychologism which will be the topic ofthe remainder of this investigation 

will be considerably narrower. As such, the definition I offer at this juncture will serve more 

as a limitation of the domain of my study than as a characterization of the nature of 

psycholo gismo 
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In the first place, I win limit my investigation to specifIcany naturalist versions of 

psycholo gismo That is, I will consider only those versions of psyt:hologism which also accept 

that psychology is a natural science [EPT). In doing so, I must simply bracket off 

considerations of versions of psychologism which claim that psychology is an a priori, or 

transcendental science. Yet, since such views are not commonly held in the contemporary 

philosophical and psycho logical community, I do not feel that this should limit the importance 

of the investigation which follows. 

Further, I will only consider psychologismover the dornainoflogic. For the purposes 

of this i1Xluiry, I consider logic to be a branch of philosophy dealing with necessary 

consequence. While I recognize a plurality of different logics, I do not here consider 

pro babilistic logic, inductive or non-monotonic logics, or other specialized or deviant logics. 

Instead, I have in mind the first-order predicate logic used to formalize deductive validity. 

This represents a further limitation on my treat1:1'lent of the topic. 

Previously, it was observed that logic and epistemology represent two controversial 

philosophical domains with respect to psychologism Commonly, epistelIDlogy is thought to 

be impervious to psychological contingencies, while logic is supposed to be impervious to 

contingencies of any sort whatsoever. That said, on the assumption that logical relations are 

a species of evidentiary relations, there is a close relation between psychologism in the two 

domains. Resolving the question oflogical psychologism in the affirmative is sufficient to 

establish epistemological ps ychologism, while resolving it in the negative is necessary to deny 

epistemological psychologism. As such, logical psychologism is a matter of theoretical 
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interest. Moreover, it is undoubtedly a matter of historical interest, and perhaps represents 

the locus ofthe philosophical controversy over psychologism. 

So the version of psycho log ism with whic h I will be co ncerned in the remainder ofthis 

inquiry claims that logic is dependent on empirical psychology. This version of Logical 

Psychologism may be defined as follows: 

[LP*](defn): Empirical psychology is necessary for logic. 

Of particular interest will be the various attempts to establish or deny the logical dependence 

on empirical psychology. Traditionally, the issue oflogical psychologism was thought to hang 

on questions concerning the nature oflogi:'s subject matter. It was the subject matter of 

logic which was thought to determine the foundation and character oflogicallaws. Over the 

course ofthe inquiry to follow, I show how claims about the subject matter oflogic have been 

treated as theses concerning the proper semantics of logical terms and expressions. 

This becomes a central theme of chapter 2 which discusses Frege's arguments against 

psychologism. In explicating his arguments against psychologism, I explore Frege's 

treatment of the view that the suQiect matter oflogic is psychological in nature. In doing this, 

I distinguish psychologism from parti:ular theses regarding the nature of psychological 

entities, e.g., mentalism. It is observed that Frege diagnoses psychologism as a semantic 

thesis, which produces unacceptable episteIIDlogical consequences. Frege's primary 

arguments against psychologism rely on his rejection of what he calle; the "idealist theory of 

98 



PhD Thesis - David M. Godden Departrrent of Philosophy, McMaster University 

knowledge" ([ 1897] 1979, 143). I consider this as a combination of two theses, subjective 

idealism (metaphysical suQjectivism) and epistermlogical suQjectivism, and locate 

psychologism in relation to each of these theses. Not only is Frege's diagnosis of 

psychologism semantic, so also is his treatment of the 'philosophical disease.' I further 

consider Frege' s constructive theory as a reply to psychologism, and his account of the subject 

matter and foundation oflogicallaws. In considering his semantic theory offered in reply to 

psychologism (and the problems that reside therein) I observe several presuppositions whch 

are shared between Frege's view and those of his psychologistic adversaries. Specifically, 

each holds that logic must treat 0 f some subject matter, and that the question of psychologism 

is to be decided by the specification of the nature ofthat subject matter. This discussion 

anticipates the alternative solutim explored in chapter 5, that logic treats of no subject matter 

whatsoever. 
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Chapter 2 

Frege's Anti-Psychologism 

§2.l - Frege's Semantic Approach to Psychologism 

This chap terconsiders Frege's trea tmento fpsycholo gism in 10 gic: his characterization 

ofthe psychologistic thesis, the problems he associated with it, and his proposed solution. It 

will be argued that, while Frege's solutionmaynot be altogether successful, his approach is 

indeed the right one and present and future treatments of psychologism are best guided by 

Frege's efforts. Frege's contribution to the debate surrounding psychologism rmy still serve 

as a landmark - a boundary stone - by which we may continue to take our philosophical 

bearings. 

It has been written that Frege's primary contribution to modem philosophy was 

epistemological, and that he was primarily concerned with the fomrlational problems of 

objectivity and certainty (Currie 1982, 12-13; 1989,414). As such, it has been argued, the 

features such as 'rigour', 'clarity' and the 'sharp delimitation of concepts' which have come 

to characterize Frege's thought, were valued by him "not for their own sake ... [but only] 

insofar as they contributed to the security of ... knowledge" (Currie 1982, 12). Frege's own 

writings suggest otherwise, and seem to indicate that Fr ege value d clarity and rigour not only 

because they reveal the foundational structure of a body of knowledge, but also because they 

reveal its relational structure. "The aim of proof," Frege wrote, "is, in mct, not merely to 

place the truth of a proposition beyond all doubt, but also to afford us insight into the 
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dependence of truths upon one another" (1884, §2; 1980, 2). Clarity and rigour make 

apparent the organizational structure ofa body of knowledge, and as such their value extends 

beyond their ability to secure a body of knowledge. Yet no matter how we see them as 

related, a concern for foundational and epistemological problems, as well as a rigorous 

attitude, remain characteristic ofFrege's thought and his approach to philosophy. 

Nor are these the only remarkable features of Frege's thought. Perhaps a more 

outstanding characteristic is to be found in his methodology. Frege approached, and sought 

to find the resolution of, these epistemological and foundational problems at a "pre­

epistemological, semantic level" (Coffa 1991, 74). In Frege's time, the discipline oflogic 

included what we might now can (following EngeL [1989] 1991) the philosophy of logic. 

Coffa writes that, for Frege, "'logic' was our semantics, a doctrine of content, its nature and 

structure, not merely its 'formal' fragment" (Coffa 1991, 64). As such, "Frege's goal went 

far beyond what we now can formal logic, and into semantics, meanings, and contents, where 

he found the uhimate foundation ofinrerence [and] validity ... " (Cofm 1991,65). 

Regarding Frege's treatment ofpsychologism, three important points will be made in 

this section: Frege' s approach was semantic; his solution was semantic, and the problerm that 

arise for Frege' s solution originate in his semantic theory. In the first place, Frege ultimately 

conceived of the psychologistic thesi<> as a semantic one - that of Semantic Psychologism over 

the domain 0 f arithmetic and logic. Frege repeatedly approaches the matter of psychologism 
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through the question, "What is the proper subject-matter oflogic?,,1 Yet, Frege's approach 

to answering this metaphysically oriented question is to fIrst re-formulate it as a question 

concerning the nature of the contents oflogical principles. This methodological attitude has 

been identified by several authors as the 'linguistic tum' in Frege's writing, a tum which has 

been argued to mark the birth of analytic phibsophy. Dummett, for instance, writes that in 

§62 ofFrege's Grundlagen (1884) "an epistemological problem, with ontological overtones, 

is ... converted into one about the meanings of sentences" (1991,111-112). Monk describes 

this passage similarly, saying that "Frege begins by asking about the nature of number and 

ends by asking instead about the rreanings of sentences concerning number words" (Monk 

1996,3). Thus, Frege framed the question of psycho log ism as a question concerning the 

proper semantics of logical and arithmetical terms, and his arguments against psychologism 

have the following general form: the problematic and unacceptable epistemological 

I Here, a brief digression regarding Frege's logicism is in order. I have sail that 
Frege frames the question of psychologism as a question concerning the semantics of 
logical and arithmetical terms. Yet all too often, Frege appears to address only the latter 
semantic question (e.g., Frege 1884, and 1894). But it must be remembered that in view 
of his logicism, Frege would not have drawn any distinction between the subject matter of 
arithmetic and the subject matter oflogic itself. 

This thesis is articulated in The Foundations of Arithmetic where Frege argues, 
''The present work will make it clear that even an inference like that from n to n + 1, 
which on the face of it is peculiar to mathematics, is based on the general laws of logic, 
and that there is no need of speciallaws for aggregative thought"(l884, iV; 1980, iv). 
Rather, Frege held that arithmetical terms coull be defined exhaustively in the terms of 
logic, and that arithmetical laws were reducible to, or derivable from, logical laws. As 
such, the underpinnings of arithmetical knowledge are the same as those oflogic itself, 
and, similarly, the subject matter ofarithmetic is the same as that oflogic itself. 
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consequences of psychobgism both indicate, and follow from, a mistaken semantics. This 

leads to the second point. Frege replied to psychologism by supplying a semantic thesis 

profoundly different from those of his psycho logistic contemporaries. In this way, Frege 

thought that the epistemological problems produced by p sycho log ism could be overcome. 

Yet, despite its differences, Frege's own semantic theory nevertheless shared several crucial 

presuppositions with the ps~holog:i5tic theories. Specifically, implicit in the very question 

"What is the proper subject-matter of logic?" is the assumption that logic must treat of some 

subject matter. It was presuppositions like this one, shared between both p sycho logistic and 

anti-psycho logistic accounts 0 flogic that would eventually produce the fatal flaws in Frege's 

reply to psychologism - a reply that is, otherwise, widely seen as overcoming the problems 

of psycho log ism. 

§2.2 - Frege on the Subject Matter of Logic 

§2.2.1- Semantics, Truth and Nature ofLo gic 

What then is the subject matter of logic? William and Martha Kneale begin their 

seminal work The Development of Logic (1962) with the following claim concerning the 

subject-matter oflogic: "Logic is concerned with the principles of valid inference" (1). Baker 

and Hacker flesh out this claim with the fOllowing picture: 

The established tradition was to view inference as the primary subject-matter 

of logic. Inferences were thought to be sequences of judgements 

(propositions, thoughts), and judgements to be built up out of concepts or 
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ideas .... The notions of concepts,judgements, and inferences were the basic 

concepts in the philosophical discussion oflo gic. The general nature oflo gic 

was taken to depend on the nature of these entities. (Baker & Hacker 1989, 

75) 

This is precisely the picture oflogic that is embraced by 1.S. Mill (see next chapter), and it is 

the picture that Frege woukl have inherited. If he did oot accept it himsel~ this picture 

undoubtedly influenced his approach to the topic, and it is the view to which he would have 

been responding. Accepting, for the moment, that the subject-matter of logic is (valid) 

inference, how did Frege conceive of the nature of concepts, judgerrents and inferences? 

Frege describes the nature of judgement as follows: "Inwardly to recognize something as true 

is to make a judgement" ([1879-1891] 1979, 7). Two important features of this picture 

deserve mention. 

First, Frege conceived of judgements and inferences as inward psychological acts. As 

such, if judgements and inferences themselves are co nceived 0 f as the subject matter of logic, 

then Frege's account is obviously psychologistic. But, according to Frege, not everything 

about a judgement is psychological in nature. A jUdgement is the psychological act of 

recognizing something as being true. This thing which is recognized as true in the act of 

judgement is caned the content ofajudgement (ora 'judgeable-content,). And, according to 

Frege, the contents of judgements are not psychological. It is by distinguishing the act from 

the con ten t 0 f a judgement that Frege insu lates his ac count from referential and metaphysical 
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psycholo gism. 2 

The second noteworthy feature ofthis picture is that Frege conceived of judgements 

and inferences as inherently connected with truth. Frege writes, "To make a judgement 

because we are cognisant of other truths as providing a justifIcation for it is known as 

inferring." ([ 1879-1891] 1979, 3). Yet, while judgeIrents are concerned with the 'simple' 

relation between a judgeable-content and truth, inferences are concerned with the truth-

functional relations between judgeable-contents. That is, when we make inferences we are 

concerned with the co nsequenc es 0 f certain truths, or with the evidence or justifIcation offered 

by some judgeable-contents to others. "And this," Frege writes, "is where epistetrology 

comes in. Logic is concerned only with those grounds of judgements which are truths .... 

There are laws governing this kind of justifIcation, and to set up these laws of valid inference 

is the goal oflogic" (ibid.). Inferential relations are truth-preserving relations, and since the 

goal of logic is to supply the laws of valid inference, logic is inherently related to truth. The 

subject matter oflogic, then, is truth, at least insofar as truth can be captured in relations of 

evidence, justification and consequence. 

2 For the purposes of the discussion to follow, I want to leave these 'things' that 
are recognized as true in a judgement as undetermined as possible. For the time being, 
then, I will simply adopt Frege's own terminology of "judgeable-content", which he later 
abandoned. Later in the chapter I will refine the notion and replace the terminology. 

Frege introduced the term "judgeable-contents" in the opening sections of the 
Begriffsschrift (1879, §§2 - 4; 1967,11-13). On May 24,1891, Fregewrote a letter to 
Husserl saying, "What I used to call a judgeable content is now divided into thought and 
truth-value" (1980,63), thus indicating tmt he had abandoned the term by that point. 
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§2.2.2 - The Nature of Truth 

For Frege, then, the laws oflogic are intimately connected with truth. In fact, Frege 

goes so far as to write that "the laws of logic are nothing other than an unfolding of the 

content of the word 'true'" ([1879-1891] 1979,3). As such, an understanding of Frege's 

views on the nature and suqject matter of logic, requires an understanding of his views on 

truth. For Frege, the notion of truth is "primitive and simple" ([ 1897] 1979, 129). Any 

attempt to defme "truth" would be circular, "for in a definition certain characteristics would 

have to be specifted. And in application to any particular case the question would always arise 

whether it were true that the characteristics were present" ([1918] 1977, 4). As such, truth 

is indefinable ([1918] 1977, 3), and irreducible ([1897] 1979, 129) to other, more basic 

notions. Furthermore, "being true is not a sensible, perceptible, property" ([ 1918] 1977, 5). 

While we may know certain propositions to be true on the basis of sensory information, the 

truth or falsity of a proposition is not a sensible property of the proposition. (Otherwise, we 

would know the truth-value of each aoo every statement merely by being acquainted with the 

statements themselves.) In fact, not only is truth not a sensible property, properly speaking, 

it is not a property (in the usual sense of the word) whatsoever. While the surface grammar 

of the word "true" makes it appear as though truth is a property, preftxing a declarative 

sentence with the phrase "It is true that"." does not change the sense ofthe statement ([ 1918] 

1977,6). Furthermore, truth is objective and independent of our beliefs and opinions about 

it. "What is true is true independently of our recognizing it as such" ([1897-1891] 1979,2). 
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This is perhap s the most important property oftruth, for it makes truth independent from acts 

of judgement, and thus independent of psychologcal considerations. In summary, "the co ntent 

of the word true is sui generisand indefinable" ([1918] 1977,4). 

§2.2.3 - Thoughts 

Having seen Frege's account ofthenatureoftruth,it remains to consider what exactly 

Frege might rrean by what I have called a ')udgeable-content". What is the nature of that 

'thing' which we recognize as true in a judgement? For Frege, "the only thing that raises the 

question of truth at all is the sense of sentences" ([1918] 1977, 4), and these Frege calls 

"thoughts" ([1897] 1979, 131).3 "Without offering this as a definition, I call a 'thought' 

something for which the question of truth can arise at all .... So I can say: thoughts are the 

senses of sentences" ([ 1918] 1977, 4-5). Frege offers the "laws of nature, mathematical laws, 

[and] historical facts" as three examples of types of Thoughts ([1897] 1979, 129). 

For Frege, the answer to the question "What is the subject matter of logic?" will take 

the form of an account of the nature of Thought. Throughout the discussion that follows 

Frege continually makes use of the term "Thought". Yet, forthe time being, I am content to 

3 For Frege 'thought' is a technical notion, and ought to be distinguished from any 
of the psychological activities or entities that we normally indicate with our everyday use 
of the term "thought." In order to avoid any ambiguity, I make the following 
termioological distinction. Folbwing others (e.g., Currie, 1989), I use the term "Thought" 
to indicate Frege's technical concept, and as a translation ofhis term "Gedanke", while 
retaining the usual sense for the word "thought", which is a translation of" Vorstellung." 
(When quoting translated materia~ I leave the text as it appears in the original translation.) 
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leave the nature ofthese Thoughts, for the most part, unspecified. As will be demonstrated, 

Frege's account ofthe nature of Thought contril:utes signifIcantly to his semantics and, thus, 

to his solution to the problems he identified in the psycho logistic approach to logic and 

arithmetic. For the time being it is enough to recognize that, for Frege, Thoughts are the 

senses of sentences and the proper bearers of truth and falsity. Indeed, their nature will be 

determined in an crucial respects by these two facto rs. 

§2.2.4 - Semantic Psychologism 

It is beyond dispute that Frege reviled psycholo gism, a po sition he once described as 

"a widespread philosophical disease" ([1894] 1972,337), and that he advanced arguments 

against versions ofpsychologism in circulation at the end of the nineteenth century. 

Further, there can b e no doubt tha t psycho log ism in the do main oflo gic and arithmetic 

was the primary target of Frege's attack The most straightforward version of this sort of 

psychologism is the tretaphysical thesis that the subject matter of logic and arithmetic is 

something psychological like the mental operation of inference. Seen in this way, the target 

of Frege's critique is Metaphysical Psychobgism - the thesis that the subject matter of 

philosophy (in this case bgic) is psychological in nature (namely infurence). 

Yet, Frege does not construe psychologism as a tretaphysical thesis, and the problems 

that he detects with psychologism are not metaphysical ones. Rather, Frege addresses his 

criticalargwnents to the semantic thesis that the meaning o four arithmetical and logicalterms 

is given by something psychological (like ideas), and the problems that he detects with this 
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thesis are epistemological There can be little doubt that Frege conceived of psychologism 

as a semantic thesis, and that hi; arguments can re safely interpreted as attempting to refute 

Semantic Psychologism - the view that the semantics for some region of discourse cannot be 

explained independently of psychological considerations. 

But, it is a lIDre delicate problem to determine whether Frege conceived of 

psychologism as a thesis aoout the referents or the senses of a lexicon (i.e., Referential 

Psychologism or Psychologism of Sense). According to the first thesis, the referent of an 

expression is its elf psycho logical in nature, while according to the second thesis the content 

of an expression which determines its referent (i.e., its sense) (J. Katz 1998, xxvi) is 

psychological in nature. This problem is especially delicate because Frege' santi-psychologistic 

argtunents span his ent ire philoso phical care er, while his division of the conte nt of a judgement 

into its two components of sense and reference was only introduced in the early 1890's. So, 

in treating the subject matter oflogic as the contents rather than the acts of judgements, Frege 

does not specifically isolate either Psychologism of Sense or Referential Psychologism as the 

target of his critique. 

Rather, it seems that Frege argues against both theses and Frege's positive theory 

provides an anti-psychologistic account ofboth the sense and the reference of an expression. 

Again consider Frege's treatment of the subject matter oflogic as the content and not the act 

ofjudgerrent. This view about the subject matter oflogic makes the claim that logic is about 

one thing rather than another, and as such is a claim concerning the referents of logical 
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principles. We have already shown that metaphysical theses concerning the nature of a subject 

matter can equivalently be expressed as the ses co ncerning the referents 0 f a lexicon. As such, 

the view that the subj ect matter oflogic is the cont ent 0 f a judgement is a claim oppo sing 

Referential Psychologism over the logical lexicon. 

Yet, if the subject matter of logic is the content of a judgement, and a judgeable­

content consist of two parts - a Thought (sense) and a truth-value (reference) - then Frege's 

anti-psychologistic position is best seen as an argument against both Psychologism of Sense 

and Referential Psychologism. 

Regarding Psychologism ofSeme: consider Frege's (1897) claim that "Psychological 

treatmmts of logic arise from the mistaken beliefthat a thought (ajudgement as it is usually 

called) is something psychological like an idea" ([1897] 1979, 143). Frege is unequivocal in 

his view that Thoughts are not the referents ofsentences, but instead supply their sense. "The 

thought, accordingly, cannot be the reference [Bedeutung] of the sentence, but must rather 

be considered as its sense" ([ 1892] 1952, 62). Indeed, earlier in the 1897 paper Frege wrote 

that "[t]he sense ofan assertoric sentence I call a thought" ([1897] 1979, 131). So, from the 

psycholo gistic thesis that Thoughts are like ideas come the two corollaries that (i) the senses 

ofsentences are ideas and that (ii) ideas are truth-bearers. These semantic claims are the main 

targets of Frege's critique of psycho log ism It is from these two theses, Frege argues, that 

unacceptable (indeed contradictory) epistemological consequences follow. Indeed, Frege's 

solution to the epistemological problems he identifies with psychologism is to provide an 
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entirely new theory of meaning, according to which the senses of expressions are explained 

by positing a class of abstract, objective entities whose nature is entirely non-psychological. 

So, it would seem that at least one strand ofFrege's anti-psychologism is directed against the 

Psychologism of Sense. 

At other times, though, Frege seems to argue against Referential Psychologism. As 

we will see over the course of the chapter, Frege frequently identifies psychologism with a 

kind of idealism according to which the objects referred to in a lexicon are treated as mental 

entities. Further, one of Frege's principal objections against p;;ychologism is that it fails to 

provide an adequate account ofthe nature oftruth. Yet, according to Frege, truth is a feature 

of the reference of an expression, not its sense. (Indeed according to Frege, truth-values are 

the referents of declarative sentences.)4 Thus Frege writes, "It is the striving for truth that 

drives us always to advance from the sense to the reference [Bedeutung]" ([1892] 1952,63), 

and Frege seems unequivocal in his claim that the laws of logic are the laws of truth. This 

strand of Frege's anti-psychologism defends the claim that the subject matter oflogic and 

arithmetic is not dependent on psychology. Further, it highlights an important assumption in 

Frege's overall treatment of the topic. For Frege, logic has to have a subject matter; it has to 

4 Even if one did not hold such an eccentric position, but preferred instead the 
view that some fact or state-of-affairs was the referent of a declarative sentence, it would 
still be the case that the truth-value of an expression would be determined by its object, 
not its content. The truth-conditions ofthe expression would be given in terms of 
whether or not the state-of-affairs corresponding to the statement in fact obtained in the 
world. 
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refer to objects of some kind, and the qu estio n of psycho logism is reso lved by determining the 

nature of these objects. Frege does not consider the possibility that they do not refer to a 

class of objects. Considerations of this sort mark the strand in Frege's anti-psychologism that 

spe cifica lly add res ses it self toRe fere ntia I Psyc holo gismo 

There is, though, an important connection between the sense of an expression and its 

reference, and hence between the two strands of psychologism criticized by Frege. Thoughts, 

as we just saw, are semmtic entities with two defming characteristics: they are the senses of 

sentences and the proper bearers oftruth and falsity. 5 Yet, what is the sense of an expression? 

The sense of an expression is that aspect of its meaningful content which determines its 

reference (Katz 1998, XXvi).6 Thus Frege writes, "to the sign [i.e., linguistic symbol] there 

corresponds a definite sense, and to that in tum a definite reference [Bedeutung]" ([ 1892] 

1952, 58). Seen ano ther way, given that the reference of a statement is a truth-value, to say 

that the sense of the sentence is the bearer of its truth-value is to say that the sense of a 

sentence is the bearer of its reference. That is, by determining the reference ofa statement, 

the sense of that staterrent 'carries' its reference along with it. Since it is the sense of the 

statement which brings us to its reference, it is through a statement's sense that we determine 

5 Admittedly, these semmtic features have consequences that will prompt Frege to 
give a metaphysical account of Thought and its nature. 

6 Frege recognizes other aspects of the expressive (or meaningful) content of 
sentences (e.g., its tone) ([ 1918] 1977, 10), but these are semantically inert and Frege is 
not concerned to explain them independently ofpsychJlogy (see my §2.4.8). 
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its truth. 

It would seem, then, that Frege conceives of the subject matter oflogic as both the 

sense and the reference of logical expressions. At times he cal~ the laws of logic laws of 

truth, and at other times laws of Thought. Further, Frege's anti-psychologismencompasses 

both aspects of this subject matter, sense and reference. As such, it is perhaps best to revert 

to Frege's old terminology when describing his ant i-psycho log ism. It seems that Frege is 

opposed to any account of a 'judgeable-content' whi:h makes either of its aspects dependent 

on psychology. For this reason, I am content to construe Frege's anti-psychologistic position 

as a position denying the more general thesis of Semantic Psychologism - the view that the 

semantics for some region of discourse cannot be explained independently of psychological 

considerations. Semantic Psychologism may be the result either of Referential Psychologism 

or of Psychologism of Sense, depending on whether one holds an extensionalEt or an 

intensionalist account of meaning. 

In general, then, Frege' s anti-psychologism is a rejection of any account which makes 

the subject matter oflogic dependent on psychology. In this regard, a central thesis against 

which Frege argues is the thesis that Thoughts are like ideas. Before considering the 

consequences of this thesis it is important not only to understand what Frege understood by 

"idea", but also to appreciate how easy it would have been to adopt such a thesis. 

§2.2.5 - The Nature ofIdeas 

Frege understood the term "idea" to indi:ate a completely mental, psychological 
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entity. On Frege's account, ideas are part of "an inner world, distinct from the outer world, 

a world of sense-impressions, of creations of... [the] imagination, of feelings and moods, a 

world of inclinations, [and] wishes" ([1918] 1977, 13). Ideas, as a kind of object or thing, 

belong to the content of a particular persons' consciousness ([1918] 1977, 14), and are 

strikingly different from most things in the outer world. In the frst place, neas are not 

independent oftheir owner either in respect oftheir existence or oftheir nature (ibid.). "It is 

just so much the essence of any one of my ideas to be a content of my consciousness, that any 

idea someone else has is, just as such, different from mine" ([ 1918] 1977, 15). Ideas, then, are 

completely individua~ "no two men may have the same idea" (ibid.), and it is not possible to 

compare the ideas of any two individuals (ibid.). Because ideas are essentially individual, 

they are essentially subjective. Nor are ideas detectable by the fIve senses; rather they are 

completely insensible (ibid.), and, hence, are known exclusively by introspection. As such, 

ideas are completely epistemicany private. 

This is Frege'spicture of the nature of psychological entities , and this picture informs 

his subsequent anti-psychologistic arguments. The speciflC version of Semantic Psychologism 

against which Frege takes issue is the semantic thesis I will call trentalism According to 

mentalism, our words stand for ideas which are their meanings. These ideas are completely 

and esse ntia lly individu aI, subjective and epist emically-private. Mentalism, then, may be stated 

as follows: 
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M (defn): Mentalism is the thesis that the meanings of our terms are subjective, 

epistemically-private ideas. 

hnportantly, Mentalism should be interpreted as neutral with respect to the sense / reference 

distinction That is, Mentalism does not claim that meaning is properly explained either 

extensionally or intensionally. Rather, it claims that the meaning of a word - however it is 

established - is an idea. 

§2.2.6 - Ideas as the Subject Matter of Logic 

Given that this is the nature of ideas, it might seem rather odd that ideas could ever 

have been supposed to be the subject matter oflogic - a universal, and universally objective 

science. An appreciation of the attractiveness of such a thesis begins when we notice that the 

subject matter oflogic was traditionally conceived as (valid) inference, and the parts thereof 

(judgements, concepts and the like). And, as Baker and Hacker have already reminded us, 

on such an account "the general nature oflogic was taken to depend on the nature of these 

entities" (Baker & Hacker 1989, 75). 

From this beginning, it is but a short step to ps)Chologism. The ps)Chologistic 

logicians accepted the picture according to which "the subject-matter 0 f logic is concepts, 

judgements, and in:rerences, [but] they held that these entities are all psychological or mental 

[in nature], and hence subjective" (Baker & Hacker 1989, 77). Nor is it diffIcult to see how 

one could take such a step. After all, even on Frege 's account, judgerrents and inferences are 

mental acts. And as Mill argued, since psychology is the science of the menta~ the study of 
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these acts falls clearly within the domain of psychology. We will see that one of Frege's 

primary and permanent contributions to the psychologism debate was an insistence on the 

distinction between the act and the content of ajudgetrent. 

§2.3 - The Subject Matter of Logic 

§2.3.1 - Psychologism Reduces Everything to the Subjective 

Frege's primary argutrent against mentalism claims that it results in metaphysical 

subjectivism - indeed suliective idealism Here, Frege argues against the thesis that the 

subject matter of logic and arithmetic (indeed of any of the physical sciences) is ileas. It 

would seem that Frege argues against a fOrm of Referential Psychologismhere, claiming that 

the sciences (including logic and arithmetic) are not about our ideas of things; rather the 

sciences are about the things themselves. So, the terms of our sciences cannot refer to our 

ideas, but must refer to objects. On the other hand, ifit is in fact the case that our words name 

ideas, and that ideas are essentially private, subjective, individual mental or psychological 

phenomena, then it follows that linguistic and epistemological objects are also subjective 

mental phenomena. 

Frege's argument against this view takes the form ofareductio ad absurdum. Frege 

writes, "If number were an idea, then arithmetic would be psychology. But arithmetic is no 

more psychology than, say, astronomy is. Astronomy is concerned, not with the ideas of the 

planets, but with the planets themselves, and by the same token the objects of arithtretic are 

not ideas either" (1884 §27; 1980,37). According to Frege, the proper subject matter of our 
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discourse, and the objects of our knowledge, are extra-mental objects in the rea I world ha ving 

existence independently from our mind and thoughts about them. Because of this, any 

semantics which mils to accomt for this fact, must be mistaken. Simply, because subjective 

idealism is a mistaken metaphysical thesis, so is mentalism of reference a mistaken semantic 

one. 

Problematically, since it is the semantics of our philosophical (i.e., logical) discourse 

that is at issue in the psychologismdebate, Frege's reductio seems to beg the question against 

the psychologistic logician when it invokes common sense realism Surely, the psychologicist 

could reply, the attitude of common sense realism is motivated by the assumption of an anti­

psychologistic semantics in the first place. Nor is this the only interesting observation to be 

made regarding Frege's initial argUlrent. 

§2.3.2 - The Relation of Logical Psychologism to Subjective Idealism 

Mohanty (1989) recognizes that mentalism of reference was the target of Frege's 

(1894) review of Husserl's Philosophie der Arithmetik, writing, "Frege accused the 

psycholo gistic logician of reducing everything to subjective ideas" (1989, 1). Yet, Mohanty 

continues, "reducing everything to subjective ideas ... [is] subjective idealism, and that is not 

eo ipso psychologism" (ibid). Mohanty then proceeds to distinguish between the two theses 

in the following way. 

The following may suffice to show that psychologism does not necessarily 

amount to subjective idealism A psychologistic philosopher may believe, 
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consistently, that there are indeed mind-independent, objective realities. He 

may even further hold that we do have knowledge of this objective reality. 

What he must hold is that such knowledge is made possible not only through 

the structure ofthe reality that is known but also through the structure of the 

mind that knows. (Mohanty 1989, 1-2) 

That is, psychologism need not be committed to a psychological account ofthe objects of our 

knowledge. Rather, psychologism (in this case epistemological psychologism) must instead 

claim that our knowledge of these mind-independent objects is somehow dependent on 

psycholo gy. The core ofthe psychologistic thesis is the assertion that psychological facts are 

necessary for philosophical (in this case epistemological) inquiry. As Mohanty argues, 

"Psychologism ... is not an ontological thesis. It is an epistemological thesis, which traces 

back all epistemological questions to some aspects of psychology. It need not have to hold, 

however, that everything is nothing but mental representations" (Mohanty 1989,2). In light 

of this, Frege's initial argument against an idealist account of the objects of our knowledge 

does not seem to hit the marl<: of psychologism, and its success seem; to rest on issues that 

are not indigenous to psychologism itself 

To makeFrege'sargUlrentson this point worl<: against psychologism, Frege must also 

attribute to the idealist the view that the meanings of our expressions are given extensionally, 

and that these referents are ideas. Seen in this light, Frege may be taken to be arguing against 

a version of Referential Psychologism which claims that the referents of the terms of our 
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science are ideas. While it remains true that Frege's objections to a mentalist account of 

reference hinge on metaphysical considerations, these considerations are indigenous to 

psycho log ism in that they concern the nature of the subject matter of a science. According 

to Frege, the subject matter of science, and of scientifIc knowledge, is not our ideas ofthings, 

but the things themselves. Because of this, mentalism combined with an extensionalist 

approach to the question of meaning is mistaken, and leads to both metaphysical and 

epistemological subjectivism. 

It is important to recognize that Frege did not merely claim that mentalism had 

unaccepta ble metaphysical consequences. Indeed, these were by no means the most 

objectionable implications of mentalism for Frege. Rather, Frege argued, it was the 

epistemological consequences of ~ntalism that were most objectionable. These additional 

arguments are congruent with Mohanty's point, and with the generic definition of 

psychologism, that the problematic aspects of psychologism arise from philosophy's 

dependence on psychology. 

§2.3.3 - Objective, ScientifIc Knowledge 

According to Frege, it is not merely metaphysical subjectivism that resuhs from 

mentalism. Epistemological subjectivism is a second consequenc e, and the implications 0 fthis 

are just as detrimental. That is, a further consequence of the mentalist theory of semantics is 

that it precludes the possibility of a science as we usually understand it; it precludes the 

possibility of objective, scientific knowledge. As Baker and Hacker write, "[p Jsychologism 
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made it unintelligible that there could be an intersubjective science oflogic (because of the 

acknowledged impossibility of sharing ideas)" (1989, 78), which by nature are individual, 

subjective and epistemically private. 

In the first place, epistemological subjectivism is a consequen::e of the metaphysical 

subjectivism considered above. After all, Frege argued, if the objects of knowledge are ideas, 

then there can be no comrmn knowledge. 'There is no scien::e conmon to many, on which 

many could work, but perhaps I have my science, a totality o ftho ughts whose owner I am, 

and another person has his" ([1918] 1977, 17). Each scientist is "concerned with [the] 

contents of his own consciousness" which become the very subject matter of each individual 

science (ibid.). This subjectivism results in psychologism, because the subjective objects of 

knowledge are also essentially psychological. Thus Frege writes, ''if the idealist theory of 

knowledge is correct then all the sciences would belong to the realm of fiction .... this new 

science woukl be a branch of psychology?' ([1897] 1979, 130). 

There is, though, another way that epistemological subjectivism might result from 

mentalism. Suppose that it isnot the actual objects of knowledge (the referents of our terms) 

that are given a mentalist interpretation Suppose instead the weaker thesis that it is merely 

the senses of our expressions that are to be inte1preted mentalistic ally. According to Frege, 

epistemological subjectivism still results, because it would still be impossible for two people 

to contradict one another. Contradiction woukl be impossible because "a contradiction occurs 

only when it is the very same thought that one person is asserting to be true and another to 
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be false" ([1897] 1979, 133). Yet, if the senses of our expressions are ideas, then, even if the 

objects of knowledge are not subjective and private, the content of that knowledge would be. 

As such, a corrnnon body of knowledge about those real, extra-mental objects would remain 

impossible. 

Frege describes the epistemological situation that results from a mentalist semantics 

with the following analogy. "No contradiction between ... two sciences [e.g., scientific 

theories or the opinions of individuaE J would then be possible, and it would really be idle to 

dispute about truth; as idle, indeed almost as ludicrous, as for two people to dispute whether 

a hundred-rmrk note were genuine, where each meant the one he himself had in his pocket 

and understood the word 'genuine' in his own particular case" ([1918] 1977,17). Genuine 

knowledge and genuine dispute require not only that we share access to the objective entities 

that constitute objects of knowledge, but also that we share access to the objective entities 

which constitute the contents of knowledge. Mentalism denies either or both of these 

requirements. 

Against each of these cases, Frege launches a reductio argument which uses as a 

premise the fact that we do indeed have objective knowledge. Our disputes over the truth or 

falsity of statements are genuine disputes, and given this mentalism is to be rejected because 

it cannot account fur the fact that we have such knowledge. 

Furthermore, the oQjectivity of our knowledge is derivative upon the objectivity of 

truth itself. Indeed, by dispensing with that objectivity, Fregeargues, we are dispensing with 
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the very notion oftruth itself. 'There would be no science, no error, and no correction of 

error; properly speaking, there would be nothing true in the normal sense of the word" 

([1897] 1979, 133). The fact is, ideas are not properly constituted in such a way that they are 

fit to be the bearers of truth. It is because of this that they can not be eitrer the objects, or 

the conveyors, of knowledge. 

§2.3.4 - Understanding and Communication 

The final epistemologica1consequence of trentalism occurs at the intersection between 

epistem010gyand semantics- the theory of understanding and communication According to 

Frege, mentalism cannot provide a coherent account of understanding and communication, 

and, as a consequence, is an unacc ept able semantic theory. Here too, Frege' s argument takes 

the form of a reductio, and begins with the factual premise that people do communicate, and 

understand each other (at least most of the time). 

On the mentalist model of semantics, understanding could only occur when two 

interlocutors share the same idea? This is the only way allowed for by the treory itself 0 f 

establishing that two communicators are talking about the same thing. Yet, the theory itself 

precludes such an event from ever occurring. Since ideas are essentially indivDual and 

subjective, since "no two men [can] have the same idea" ([1918] 1977, 15), communicational 

understanding is theoretically impossible. As Wittgenstein would later observe, 

7 The trentalist theory of understanding hokls regardless ofan intensional or 
extensional approach to the explanation of meaning. 
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commmication on the mentalist model, becomes a process of my trying to show you the 

beet Ie in my box, and your trying to show me the beetle in your box. Understanding becomes 

a matter of trying to guess at the beetles in each other's boxes. 

Indeed, it is not merely the individuality of ideas that raises a problem for mentalism­

that ideas are epistemically private is an independent problem Suppose, for a moment, that 

it were indeed possible for two people to share the same idea. The question now becomes, 

what are the criteria by which one could judge, and justify a judgement , that understanding 

had occurred? Again, acc ording to mentalism, the answer is that two peop Ie who und erst and 

each other share the same idea. Thus, in order to determine whether understanding has 

occurred, it is not only required that comnunicators be able to share the same idea, but also 

that they are able to know that they share the same idea. To know that understanding has 

occurred, one must be able to compare the ideas of the relevant interlocutors. But, if ideas 

are essentially epistemically private, any such corrparison is theoretically impossible. Yet, 

according to Frege's reductio, we do indeed communicate successfully, and understand one 

another (at least much of the time). As a result, mentalism is an unviable semantic theory. 

Importantly, Frege's arguments here succeed even if we suppose that it is not the objects of 

knowledge, but merely the senses ofour expressions that are to be interpreted as subjective, 

epistemicany private ideas. 

§2.3.5 - Ideas Are Semantic Epiphenomena 

Frege's argument s against mentalism ex tend beyond the claim that mentalism produces 

124 



PhD Thesis - David M. Godden DepartJ:l.':ent of Philosophy, McMaster University 

unacceptable metaphysical and epistemological consequences. It is not just that ideas cannot 

properly serve as either the objects orthe contents of know edge. Rather, it seems that there 

is a problem with the claim that ideas play any semantic role whatsoever. Ideas, according 

to Frege, are semantically irrelevant. 

In an argument reminiscent of Descartes' Meditations,S Frege rejects the thesis that 

each meaningful word or phrase need be accompanied by an idea which supplies the content 

or sense of the expression. As with many of his arguments against psychologism, Frege's 

argument has the form of a reductio ad absurdum, and begins with the implicit premise that 

we can know some very definite things about the size of the Earth and its distance from the 

sun (e.g., we are further from the sun than we are from the moon and the sun is lllich larger 

than the Earth.) Yet, Frege argues, ''there is not the slightest doubt that we can form no idea 

of our distance from the sun"(1884 §59; 1980,70); similarly, "even so concrete a thing as the 

Earth we are unable to imagine as we know it to be" (1884, § 60; 1980, 71). That is, certain 

S In Meditation VI, Descartes argues that "On the other hand, if! want to think 
about a chiliagon, I certainly understand that it is a figure consisting of a thousand sides, 
just as well as I understand that a triangle is a figure consisting ofthree sides, yet I do not 
imagine those thousand sides in the same way, or envisage them as if they were present. 
And although in that case - because of force of habit I always imagine something 
whenever Ithink about a corporeal thing - I may perchance represent to myself so me 
figure in a confused fashion, nevertheless this figure is obviously not a chiliagon. For this 
[imagined] figure is really no different from the figure I would represent to myself; were I 
thinking of a myriagon or any other figure with a large number of sides. Nor is this figure 
of any help in knowing the properties that differentiate a chiliagon from other polygons" 
(1641 Med VI; 1993, 48). (See also Meditation II: Descartes' discussion of why we 
cannot know the essence of material substance via the imagination) 
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epistemically relevant aspects of the objects of our knowledge are wholly unrepresented by 

our ideas of them. As such, the content of our knowledge cannot be represented by, let alone 

justified by means of, any concomitant ideas. As Frege put it, "time and time again we are led 

by our thought beyond the scope of our imagination, without thereby forfeiting the support 

we need for our inrerences" (ibid.). 

From this Frege draws two conclusions which categorically distinguish the meaning 

of an expression from any idea that may accompany or be evoked by that expression First, 

"even if every word calls up some sort of idea in us ... this idea need not correspond to the 

content of the word" (1884, §59; 1980, 70). In fact, in many cases the idea cannot even 

contribute to, let alone correspond with, the content of the word. Second, since the sense of 

a term is not captured by any accompanying idea, the having of some concomitant idea is not 

a necessary condition for an expressions having meaningful content. ''That we can form no 

idea of its content is therefore no reason for denying all meaning to a word, or for excluding 

it from our vocabulary" (1884, §60; 1980, 71). Since our understanding exceeds our 

imagination, ideas not 0 nly bear no resemblance to the meaning of a term or expression, they 

do not contribute to it whatsoever. They are, at best, epiphenomenal to it. 

§2.3.6- Physiological Psychology 

A variant oft he ps ycho logistic thesis we have been considering is the view that retains 

the mentalist claim that the meanings of our words are psychological entities (i.e., ideas), but 

qualifies this with the further claim that the method of psychology is physiological (as opposed 
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to, say, introspectionist). As such, ideas remain psychological entities, but are interpreted as 

being essentially physical. 

For Frege, such a qualification is of no argumentative merit in the attempt to redeem 

the phibsophical integrity of referential psychologism. Instead, Frege argues, "physiological 

psychobgy provides us with the most striking case of this slide into [subjective] idealism 

because its realistic point of departure stands in such shatp contrast to it" ([1897] 1979, 144). 

Frege's argurrents against this variant of mentalism appear in his 1897 text "Logic", and are 

presented below. 

According to what I will call ''physiobgical psychobgism", ideas still serve as the 

meanings of our terms, and the contents of our judgements. Ideas, in and of themselves, are 

still understood to have the usual properties: they are instantiated in the minds of particular 

individuals, and as such are essentially subjective, and their owner stands in a uniquely 

privileged epistemic relation to them. But, in order to try to reform ideas into a metaphys ically 

more respectable class of entity, they are given a physiological interpretation. That is, ideas 

are considered to be physical entities, and the processes relating ideas are physical processes. 

So, while ideas remain mental, ps)Chological entities, the mind is not a separate, distinct 

substance with a mn-physical essence. In fact, ideas are scientifIc entities. As such, it is 

supposed that we can make what is essentially subjective and individual objective and public. 

Because ideas are physical psychobgical phenomena, they are public, measurable phenomena 

that may be includedina respectable science. In tInt respect, they are no longer epistemically 
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private, and need not be known exclusively by introspection Rather, they may be included 

among the objects of science, in just the same way as all other everyday physical objects, and 

in all the ways that ideas (when given an exclusively mental interpretation) cannot. 

That is, as Frege writes, we seek to make the nature and processes of ideation more 

intelligible by interpreting ideation as the result of the activity of"nerve fibres and ganglion 

cells" ([1897] 1979, 144). Given that these are physical entities and objects of scientific 

knowledge, "we do not hesitate to take it for granted ... that ganglion cells and nerve fibres 

are objective and real" (ibid.). Hence, it would appear that all of the problems arising from 

a particularly mentalist interpretation of ideas vanish. Yet Frege argues, the problems have 

not disappeared, they are merely obscured from our view . And so long as the referents or the 

senses of our expressions remain ideas - that is, so long as we retain some version of semantic 

psychologism - it does not matter what interpretation we supply regarding the nature of those 

ideas, all the epistemological problems remain. 

Frege argues that the pro blems come clearly into view when we ask ourselves: how 

are we to understand the supposedly objective notions of "ganglion cells" and "nerve fibres" 

([ 1897] 1979, 144)? These concepts, to 0, must be interpreted as ideas (albeit physical ones). 

(Whatever idea we have of physical at this point I am not sure!) So, as Frege remarks, all we 

are left with now is "ideas of nerve fibres, ideas of ganglion cells, [and] ideas of stimuli" 

(ibid.) - and these are the very things that "we start[ed] offwith the intention of explaining" 

(ibid.). Moreover, it does not matter whether we insist that even the ideas of ganglion cells 
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and nerve fibres are to be understood physically. Let us grant that there are no non-physical 

entities, ideas included. The point still remains that the meanings of our terms, including 

"nerve fibre", "ganglion cell" and "physicaY', are some remote, microscopic, albeit physical, 

occurrence inside the brain ofeach individual thinker. There is no a priori guarantee that the 

same physical occurrenc e will be attached to the same 'ilea' (defmed as propositional content ) 

even within a single individual, let alone between several individuals. Moreover, it would be 

impossible to even make such a comparison. 

In fact, even on such a physicalist interpretation, either the referents or the senses (or 

both) of our meaningful expressions remain completely subjective. "In this way," Frege 

comments, "realism itself cuts off the branch on which it was sitting" ([1897] 1979, 144). 

"Now everything is dissolved into ideas, and as a resuh the earlier explanations themselves 

become illusory. Anatomy and physiology tum into fictions" (ibid.), not necessarily because 

the objects of knowledge have been reduced to subjective ileas, but because the bodies of 

knowledge themselves have been reduced to a collection of essentially subjective ideas. 

Moreover, physiological phenomena (ie., physiobgical states and processes) are 

natural phenomena (i.e., natural states and processes), and as such they are governed by 

natural laws. So, they have natura~ not epistemological or semantic properties. For instance, 

it does not make sense to call a physiobgical state or process true, even if that state is a 

psychological one. As Frege argues, "They are no more true than they are false; they are 

simply processes, as an eddy in the water is a process" ([1897] 1979, 144). (Hence Frege's 
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resolution to study the contents and not the acts of judgement.) Such physiological states 

simply obtain or do not obtain, but even false thoughts can be thought, and so may obtain. 

Nor does it make sense to say that one physiological state can count towards the truth of 

another, let alone follow from, or entail another physiological state. Relations of 

consequence and evidenc e do no t proper ly pertain to psycho logical pheno mena conceived as 

physiological phenomena, any more than they pertain to psychological phenomena conceived 

ofas exclusively mental. So, logical relations (of consequence) and epistemological relations 

(of evidence) do not properly apply to psychological phemmena, no matter how these 

phenomena are interpreted. 

By providing a physical interpretation to the psychological phenomena that are meant 

to supply the senses of our meaningful expressions and utterances, the physiological 

psychologist sought to make ideas respectable by providing them with the publicity and 

objectivity of objects in the physical world. The problem is that the epistemically required 

properties of objectivity, mind independence, etc. are not recovered by giving ideas a 

physicalist interpretation. In the first place, problems for communication and understanding 

remain, even if we allow for a physicalist interpretation whereby ideas, being objects ofnatural 

science, are no longer essentially private. It may, nevertheless, be objected that ideas remain 

effectively private. The process ofunderstanding and successful communication would still 

require that some sort of identity re established between the ps)Chological states of individual 

interlocutors. But the mct is that as human beings we are not equipped to track such changes. 
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Instead, we would be left in the unenviable position of trying to make inferences about - that 

is, trying to make guesses about - the inner microscopic physiological processes of our 

interlocutors on the basis of their macroscopic observable behaviour. 

Not only that, but such an account also provides a remarka bly wanting account ofthe 

nature and rules of inference. For, according to the physiological psychologist, the relations 

among our ideas (including the logical relations!) are to be given a physiolo gical explanation. 

§2.3.7 - On Thoughts as the Products of Thinking 

Having considered Frege's arguments against the view that Thoughts are ideas, there 

remains still another option for the psychologistic logician. On this view, Thoughts, whatever 

they are, are viewed as the products of the psychological processes of thinking. Such a view 

does not advance a the sis regarding the psycho logical nature of Thoughts, so much as a thesis 

regarding their psychological origin. Moreover, the nature of Thought (whatever it maybe), 

is to be given in accounting for its origin. So, even if the rreaningful contents of our 

expressions are not themselves mental, psychological objects, they can nevertheless be 

explained as arising from psychological processes. 

Like the view considered above, this view was popular amongst physblogical 

psychologists, who felt that, providing a naturalist account of the origins of Thought would 

help to de-mystify its nature, and rehabilitate it into an entity suitable for a properly empirical 

science. For example, Karl Vogt pronounced in his (1847) Psychological Epistles that "the 

brain secretes thought, just as the liver secretes bile" (as quoted in Passmore 1957, 34). 
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The most obvious problem with the view that Thought is a product ofthinking is that 

it quickly leads to the view that Thoughts are like ideas. So, if thinking is understood as a 

subjective, psychological process that takes place in the individual then it would seem only 

natural that the products ofthese processes would retain such distinguishing properties. But, 

as we have seen, for Frege Thoughts cannot coherently be said to be ideas, and have 

properties like essential subjectivity and epistemic privacy. Rather, since all those who 

(co rrect ly) understand some proposition must be related to the sarre Thought, Thoughts must 

be objective, and indeperrlent of individual thinkers. This reductio is the fll"st argument that 

Frege launches against the view that Thoughts are the products of thinking ([1879-1891] 

1979, 7). 

There remaiffl, though, the option of insisting that Thoughts are the products of 

thinking, but claiming tha tthey do not res emble the pro ces ses 0 f the ir product ion in th e wa ys 

described above. This revised view asserts that while the content or nature of a Thought is 

not contingent on psychological facts, it still remains that the existence ofa Thought is. Yet, 

as the product of a psychobgical process, Thoughts are subject to generation, and this Frege 

firrls incoherent. "Now if thoughts only came into existence as a result of thinking, or if they 

were constituted by thinking, then the same thought could come into existence, cease to exist, 

and then come into existence again, which is absurd." ([ 1897] 1979, 137). In addition, the 

same Thought would have to exist simultaneously in two different locations(i.e., in the minds 

of two different people). Again, such an account is incapable of making Thoughts objective 
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and independent of the psychology of individual thinkers. Notice, that while it is absurd for 

Thoughts to ha ve such a transient existence, there is no difficulty in producing an explanation 

whereby thoughts have such properties (ahhough such an explanation might have to speak of 

thought types as opposed to thought tokens). 

On Frege's view, the absurdity ofthis view follows from the nature of truth, and the 

relationship between Thought and truth. Were the same Thought to come to be and pass 

away, questions would remain regarding its truth, even after the Thought itselfhad vanished 

with the thinking. Thoughts would be invented or produced rather than discovered, and their 

truth would be (in part) a flU1ction of their invention The truth of a Thought would be 

relative to its having been thought. But, Frege insists, "we must remind ourselves, it seems, 

that a proposition no more ceases to be true when I c ease to think of it than the sun ceases 

to exist when I shut my eyes" (1884, vi; 1980, vi). Just as the thinking ofa proposition does 

not make it true, neither does the truth of a proposition require that it be thought. Truth is 

completely independent of our beliefs, and, in general, of our mental and psychological states 

altogether. "In order to be true, thoughts ... not only do not need to be recognized by us as 

true: they do not have to have been thought by us at all .... [T]houghts, iftrue, are not only 

true independently of our recognizing them to be so, but that they are independent of our 

thinking as such" ([1897] 1979, 133). Thus, as Frege concludes, "We cannot regard thinking 

as a proce~ which generates thoughts" ([1897] 1979, 137). 

No less than the previous views, then, this view is met with Frege's scorn. For Frege, 
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Thoughts, as the bearers of truth, are objective and independent of individual mental 

processes. As such, they cannot arise from, or be the products of psychological processes. 

"[Just] as I do not create a tree by looking at it or cause a pencil to come into existence by 

taking hold of it, neither do I generate a thought by thinking. And still less does the brain 

secrete thoughts, as the liver does galf' ([ 1897] 1979, 137). 

§2.3.8 - The Nature and Properties of Thought 

Over the course of the preceding discussion, we have seen Frege reject several 

answers to the question 'What is the suQiect-rmtter of 10gicT. I now turn to Frege's own 

answer to this question. 

It has already been said, that Frege's answer takes the form ofan account ofthe nature 

of Thought. To this point, we have been treating Thoughts as the senses of sentences, and 

the proper bearers of truth and fulsity. Moreover, I have asserted that tre nature ofThoughts 

will be determined in an crucialrespects by these two factors. We are now in a position to add 

a few more defmite constraints on Frege's account of the nature of Thought. Frege's account 

will have to overcome each ofthe difficulties observed in the accounts considered and rejected 

to this point. 

In the first place, Frege claims that Thoughts can be neither individual psychological 

entities, nor particular objects of experience - "thoughts are neither things in the external 

world nor ideas" ([ 1918] 1977, 17). This, in itself, is enough to raise yet another problem fur 

Frege. After all, Frege has not denied that Thoughts are things, just that they are either 
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subjective mental things or particular objective things. Yet, there seem; to be no 'ontological 

place' remaining for Thoughts. With no empty seat at the ontological table and so many 

epistemological mouths to feed, the place has been set, and Frege is bound to pull up an extra 

chair. As Frege writes, "A thought belongs neither to my inner world as an idea, nor yet to 

the external world, the world ofthings perceptible by the senses" ([ 1918] 1977, 26). Rather, 

Frege insists, "[a] third realm must be recognized. Anything belonging to this realm has it in 

commm with ideas that it cannot be perceived by the senses, but it has it in common with 

things that it does not need an owner so as to belong to the contents of his consciousness" 

([ 1918J 1977, 17). The ontological mortgage may be high on this estate, so let us consider 

what epistemological leverage is gained. 

That Thoughts are imperceptible by the senses is, on Frege's account, a consequence 

of the rela tionship between Thoughts and truth. For Frege, "anything the senses can perceive 

is excluded from the realm of things fur which the question oftruth arises. Truth is not a 

quality that answers to a particular kind of sense impressions .... [B]eing true is nota sensible, 

perceptible, property" ([ 1918] 1977, 5).9 Nor is this the only consequence of the relation 

between Thoughts and truth. 

That Thoughts are the bearers of truth, for Frege, requires that they be permanent and 

9 This argument seems to miss the obvious objection that,just because truth is 
insensible, it does not follow that the truth-bearer itself need be insensible - just that one 
specific property of that truth-bearer be insensible. 
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unchanging. The nature of truth, is such that truth-bearers, whatever they are, are either true 

or false and not both. Also, once the truth-value of a truth-bearer has been established, it is 

fixed permanently and not subject to change. Because truth itself is permanent, and not 

subjectto change, the realm of Thought is "tiJJ:l:!less, etema~ [and] unvarying" ([ 1918] 1977, 

27), as indeed are Thoughts themselves. Moreover, to whatever degree a Trought is not 

categorically either true or false, it is not a complete Thought (ibid.); a Thought cannot be 

vague or ambiguous in any respect that might affect its truth-value. Finally, it is because 

Thoughts are true or false independently of our beliefS about them that they do not require 

owners like ideas. Thoughts are independent of thinkers, because the truth or falsity ofa 

thought is (normally) independent ofthinkers. Lastly, "a fact is a thought that is true" ([ 1918] 

1977,25). 

That Thoughts are the senses of assertoric sentences, on the other hand, requires that 

Thoughts be objective - indeed, Thoughts are universal. Sioce each person who grasps and 

affirms Pythagoras' Theorem must be said to understand and make judgements about the 

same thing (whatever it is), Thoughts are the same for all thinkers. So, "Thought is in 

essentials the same everywhere: it isnot the case that there are two different kinds oflaws of 

thought depending on the objects thought about" (1884, ii~ 1980, ii~. To understand a 

Thought is to grasp it,1O and, since Thoughts are independent of thinkers, "What is grasped 

10 For Frege, understanding is the process of grasping a Thought. This process 
remains unexplained in Frege's philosophy (indeed, he calls it "perhaps the most 
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... is already there and all we do is take possession of it" ([ 1897] 1977, 137). 

Finally, given that Thoughts are the senses of declarative sentences, they are not only 

the contents of understanding and judgement but of communication. Yet, in and of 

themselves, Thoughts are imperceptible. The communication of Thoughts occurs, according 

to Frege, when people "bring about changes in the common external world, and these are 

meant to be perceived by someone else, and so give him a chaoce to grasp a thought and take 

it to be true" ([1918] 1977,29). Language, then, is required as the sensible vehicle bywhich 

Thoughts are communcated. "[A] sentence expresses a thought," ([1918] 1977, 5) and 

thereby makes it perceptible. "The thought, in itself imperceptible by the senses, gets clothed 

in the perceptible garb of a sentence, and thereby we are enabled to grasp it" (ibid.). This, 

then, is roughly the picture that Frege gives us concerning the nature of Thoughts. 

§2.4 - The Foundation of Logic 

§2.4.1 - The Laws ofInference 

To this point, Frege's anti-psychologistic arguments have treated the claim that the 

subject matter oflogic is psycholo gical in nature. Frege interpreted this claim semantically 

as being a claim about the psychological nature of Thoughts - i.e., the claim that Thoughts 

are like ideas. Interpreted in this way, psychologism is a claim about the subject matter of 

logic which adversely affects any account of the objects or the contents of the expressions of 

mysterious process of all" ([1897] 1979, 145), and Frege seems to think that this is a 
matter for psychology to explain. 
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logic. 

Frege, though has a second set of arguments against psycho log ism which does not 

focus directly on the nature of the subject matter oflogic. Rather, these arguments focus on 

the nature and foundationoflogicallaws which hold ror that subject matter. The central claim 

of this second set ofarguments is that anypsychologistic conception oflogic carmot offer an 

acceptable account of the nature of the laws of logic and the rules of inrerence. 

Psychologism, in Frege's view, begins with the claim that Thoughts are like ideas. 

This position has distinctive effects on any accompanying account of the laws of Thought. 

According to the psychologistic logician, "logical laws ... [are] descriptiorn of patterns of 

human thinking" (Baker & Hacker 1989, 83). Indeed, Frege goes so far as to define an idea 

as such "An idea," he writes, " ... is what is governed by the psychological laws of 

association" (1884 §27 fn; 1980,37 fn). Importantly, this functional definition of ideas does 

not rely on any specific account of the nature of ideas beyond the basic claim that they are 

psychological entities. Instead, the defining feature of ideas is the laws which govern them, 

and these laws are psycholo gical. 

§2.4.2 - The Relation Between Logic and Truth 

Yet, according to Frege, it is precisely this feature of ideas that is problematic for any 

psycholo gistic account of logic. The primary problem is that psychological laws are causal 

(or cognitive) laws, and these laws are not properly connected to the truth. 

For Frege, inferences are judgements made on the basis of the knowledge of other 
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truths, and the rules of valid inference are truth-preserving. The laws oflo gic and inrerence, 

then, are inherently truth-preserving. But there is nothing about causal laws that is inherently 

truth preserving. "The causes which merely give rise to acts of judgement do so in accordance 

with psycholo gicallaws; they are just as capa ble ofleading to error as 0 fleading to truth; they 

have no inherent relation to truth whatsoever; they know nothing ofthe opposition of true and 

false" ([1879-1891] 1979, 2). Rather, causal laws can account for both correct and incorrect 

judgements, valid and invalid inferences. In this vein, Frege remarks that, "error and 

superstition have causes just as much as correct cognition. Whether what you take for true 

is false or true, your so taking it comes about in accordance with psychological laws" ([1918] 

1977, 1-2). 

§2.4.3 - The Relation Between Justification and Cause 

Because causal laws cannot discriminate judgemmts according to their truth and 

inferences according to their validity, they are incapable of capturing evidentiary relations. 

"Ahhough each judg ement we make is cau sally co nditione d, it is nevertheless not the case that 

all these causes are grounds that afford justification."([ 1879-1891J 1979, 2). As such, 

according to Frege, the causal process by which one comes to accept a belief could never 

constitute reasons or evidence for the acceptability of that belief. Indeed, the only result - the 

only effect - of causallaws is the acquisition of a belief, not its truth or its justification. Hence, 

"a derivation from these [psychologicalJ laws, an explanation of a mental process that ends 

in taking something to be true, can never take the place of proving [thatJ what is taken to be 
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true [is, in fact, true]" ([ 1918] 1977, 2). Any account of the truth of a Thought cannot 

significantly rely on any causal facts about the process by which that Thought is believed or 

known. Indeed, for Frege, "[~n order to re true, thoughts ... not only do not need to be 

recognized by us as true: they do not have to be thought byus at all" ([1897] 1979, 133). 

Because the truth of a Thought is entirely independent of our thinking, so too is any proof, 

justification, evidence or reasons for the truth of that Thought. Moreover, insofar as the 

acceptability of a Thought is a function of its truth, so too must our notion of acceptability be 

entirely free and independent of psychological considerations. 

§2.4.4 - Boundary Stones 

The most profound problem, then, with a psychologistic account oflogicallaws is a 

fundamental misconception of the nature of truth which lurks in the very kernel of the theory. 

Frege descrires this basic error as the identification of truth with taking-to-be-true. 

Thus in the end truth is reduced to individuals' taking something to be true. 

All I have to say to this is: being true is different from reing taken to be true, 

whether by one or many or everybody, and in no case is to be reduced to it. 

There is no contradiction in something's reing true which everybody takes to 

be false. I understand by 'laws oflogic' not psychological Jaws oftakings-to­

be-true, but laws of truth. (1893, xv-xv~ 1964, 13) 

Again we fmd that the problem withpsychologismisthat it makes truth subjective and relative 

to the psychological states of individuals. But truth has no such dependence, and this is the 
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inspiration behind what is perhaps Frege 's most memorable, ifnot celebrated, remark in his 

philosophical corpus. "If being true is thus independent ofbeing acknowledged by somebody 

or other, then the laws of truth are not psychological laws: they are boundary stones set in an 

eternal foundation, which our thought can overflow, but never displace" (1893, xvi; 1964, 

13).11 Because of this, Frege draws a categorical distinction between logic and psychology. 

"In order to avoid any misunderstanding and prevent the blurring of the boundary between 

psychology and logic, I assign to logic the task of discovering the laws oftruth, not the laws 

of taking to be true of or thinking. The meaning of the word 'true' is spened out in the laws 

oftru th" ([ 1918] 1977,2). Again, this declaration expresses the thesis that the proper subject 

matter for logic is truth, and not the entities of psycholo gy. Logical relations capture truth-

preserving relations, and psychological relations neither contribute to, nor are relevant to, 

truth-preserving relations. 

§2.4.5 - The Laws of Logic Versus Laws of Thinking 

N or is this the extent ofthe problems for a psychobgistic account ofthe laws oflogic. 

Frege identifies several additional consequences of such a picture that demonstrate the 

II The word translated as "thought" in this quotation is "Denken" not "Gedanken". 
In German, the passage reads: ItWenn so das Wahrsein unabhiiengig davon ist, dass es 
von irgendeinem anerkannt wird, so sind auch die Gesetze des Wahrseins nicht 
psychologische Gesetze, sondern Grenzsteine in eine ewigen Gmnde befestigt, von 
unserm Denken ueberjluthbar zwar, doch nicht verrueckbar. It ([ 1893 J 1962, xv~. 

Thus, for Frege, it is the psychological acts of thinking which may overflow the 
boundary stones of truth. 

141 



PhD Thesis - David M. Godden Departm:::nt of Philosophy, McMaster University 

incoherence of identifying the laws of logic with laws of thinking. As Baker and Hacker 

observe, there are two different readings of the thesis that the laws oflogic are "descriptions 

of patterns of human thinking" (1989, 83). On the first reading, the laws oflogic are culturally 

relative, and on the second, they are laws of nature. 12 I will discuss each reading separately. 

(i) - Cultural Relativism 

One way o fund ers tanding the thesis that the laws oflogic are laws of human thinking 

is to combine it with the view that human thinking is not universal, but that it is culturally 

relative. On this view, the laws of logic are completely contingent, "historical and 

anthropological generalizations" which may be "subject to evolutionary development" and 

vary with ooth history and culture (Baker & Hacker 1989, 83). 

Frege argues against this view by asserting that it quickly leads to the consequence 

that the laws of logic are not universa~ but that they too would vary with both history and 

culture. Not only are the laws of logic made dependent on contingent facts about human 

psychology, but these facts are entirely capable of changing. Against this, Frege launches a 

reductio argument, which invokes the premise that the laws oflogic are not subject to change 

in this way. And such a premise is not to be given up, since truth itself is not suQiect to 

12 Interestingly, Baker and Hacker seem to neglect the option that the laws oflogic 
are universals. If the laws oflogic consisted of a description of the universal patterns of 
human thinking, they need not vary over cultures, yet they need not have the status of 
laws of nature. They might just be universally true by circumstance. Presumably this 
weaker option would be just as objectionable as the claim that the laws of logic are natural 
laws. 
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change as a result ofcuhural or historical circumstance. To give up this premise, according 

to Frege, is to concede that 

in proving Pythagoras' theorem we should be reduced to allowing for the 

phosphorus content ofthe hutmn brain; and astronomers would hesitate to 

draw conclusions about the distant past, for fear of being charged with 

anachronism - with reckoning twice two as four regardless of the fact that our 

idea of number is a product 0 f evolution and has a history behind it. It might 

be doubted whether by that time it had progressed so far. How could they 

profess to know that the proposition 2 X 2 = 4 had already held good in that 

remote epoch? Might not the creatures then extant have held the proposition 

2 X 2 = 5 [to be true], from which the proposition 2 X 2 = 4 only evolved 

later through a process of nat ural selection in the struggle for existence? Why, 

it might even be that 2 X 2 = 4 is itself destined in the same way to develop 

into 2 X 2 = 3! Est modus in rebus, sunt certi deniquejines!13 (1884, vi-vii; 

1980 vi-vii) 

(ii) - Laws of Nature: 

Another way of understanding the thesis that the laws of logic are laws of human 

13 This appears to be a partial quotation from Horace, Satires (I, 1, 106) which 
Beaney translates as "There is lIDderation in all things; there are, in short, fixed limits" 
(Beaney 1997, 88). The full sentence in Horace reads: Est modus in rebus, sunt certi 
denique jines; Quos ultra citraque nequit consistere rectum. 
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thinking is to combine it with the view that such laws are universal to all human beings. On 

this reading, logical laws are "the natural laws of mental phenomem" and, being laws of 

nature, are "independent of time and culture ... universally at all times and places" (Baker & 

Hacker 1989, 83). It might at fIrst appear that this reading fares better than the first. The 

universality and cultural and historical invariance of the laws of nature seem to insulate this 

second view from the defects of the first. 

Yet, according to Frege, the view that the laws ofbgic are the natural laws of thinking 

cannot supply them with an adequate foundation. In the fIrst place, as we have seen, natural, 

causal laws account equany for irrationality and error as they do for rationality and correct 

judgetrent. So, only a subset of those natural laws, those that produce correct or rational 

Thought could constitute logical laws. Yet, these additional criteria are not germane to any 

naturalistically defined category ofthoughts. This view is also subject to the further criticism 

that it reduces the truth to what is taken to be true by a naturalistically defmed species of 

thinkers. 

Finally, Frege argues that such a view still allows for the possibility that there might 

yet be another species ofrational creature in the universe, whose thinking is governed by an 

entirely different set of natural laws completely inconsistent with our own. Thus Frege writes 

But what if beings were ... found whose laws of thought flatly contradicted 

ours and therefore frequently led to contrary results even in practice? The 

psychological logician could only acknowledge the fact and say simply: those 
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laws hold for them, these laws hold for us. I should say: we have here a 

hitherto unknown type of madness. (1893, xvi; 1962, 14) 

Because it allows for this possibility, the thesis that laws of logic are laws of nature still 

permits for the possibility of different and mutually inconsistent logics, amongst which we 

cannot adjudicate. As such, it too allows for logical relativism, and is, in this respect, no 

better off than the thesis of cultural relativism considered above. 

§2.4.6 - The Nature and Foundation of Rules of Inference 

The last problem Frege raises affects both ofthese interpretations, and so is generally 

addressed to the thesis that logical laws are laws of thinking. On Frege's account, the laws 

of logic have a dual character ([1918] 1977, 1), being both descriptive and pre~riptive. In 

the descriptive sense, the laws oflogic are descriptive ofthe relations that obtain between and 

among the entities that constitute the subject matter of logic. This descriptive aspect is 

primary. The prescriptive authority of logical laws is a consequence of their descriptive 

function - that is, oftheir subject matter. 

Frege objects to any view which asserts that the subject matter ofthe laws oflo gic is 

thinking, claiming that such a view cannot properly account for the pre~riptive character of 

logical laws and rules of inference. Currie summarizes this argument as follows: 

For if the laws oflogic were taken to be descriptive laws of thought, that is, 

laws which govern how thinking actually occurs - we would have no right to 

use logic as a standard for judging between good and bad arguments. When 
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we come to an example of illogical thinking, we do not want to pronounce it 

as contrary to an empirical regularity, but rather as an example of bad 

judgement or irrationality. (Currie 1982, 143) 

On a psycho logistic account, the prescriptive aspects of logical laws are founded on 

descriptive generalizations about human thinking. As such, the normative function oflogic 

is undermined, because thinking in violation of logical laws merely makes one an abnormal 

thinker - and this is not alwa)S a bad thing. Nor is it any grounds for correction. Indeed, 

when a natural law is observed to be violated we change the law so as to account for the 

observed anomaly. Yet, when a law of logic is violated we do not change the law, rather we 

rightly declare that a mistake has occurred, and set about to correct the mistaken instance. 

Normal patt ems 0 fthinking are no grounds for the prescriptively normative function of logical 

laws and rules of inference. 

Instead, the proper subject matter for logic is truth, and only this constitutes a 

foundation capable of su ppo rting the genuinely normative character oflogicallaws. As Frege 

writes, "From the laws oftruth, there follow prescriptions about asserting, thinking,judging, 

[and] inrerring" ([1918] 1977, 1). So, it is not merely a misconception regarding the nature 

of truth that is espoused by the psychologistic account of the laws oflogic and the rules of 

inference. Additionally, psychologism also contains a consequent misconception of the nature 

or logical laws and rules ofinference. 
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§2.4.7 - The Nature of Proof and the Representative Function of Logical Laws 

Accordingly, for Frege, the laws ofbgic do not represent either patterns of human 

thinking, or laws of thinking in any sense; nor ought they to. Indeed, they are categorically 

distinct from, and entirely independent of, psychology. Because of this, Frege writes, "the 

logician does not have to ask what course thinking naturally takes in the humm mind. What 

is natural to one man may well re unnatural to another .... The logician need fear nothing less 

than to be reproached with the fact that his statements do not accord with how we think 

naturany" ([1897] 1979, 146). 

In a letter to Husserl dated 30 October to 1 November 1906, Frege expands on this 

point, describing how many of their contemporaries fuil to grasp the subject matter of the 

logical apparatus provided in his concept script [Begriffsschrift]. As a result of this, Frege 

claims that many logicians had failed to appreciate its significance. 

It seems to me that logicians still cling too much to language and grammar and 

are too much entangled in psychology. This is apparently what prevents them 

from studying my conceptual notation, which could have a liberating efrect on 

them. They find that my conceptual notation does not correctly represent 

mental processes; and they are right fur this is not its purpose at all. If it 

occasions entirely new mental processes, this does not frustrate its purpose. 

Apparently it is still thought to be the task of logic to study certain mental 

processes. Logic really has no more to do withthemthanwith the moverrents 
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of celestial bodies. It is in no sense part of psychology. (1980,67) 

This is perhaps a crucial passage in Frege's thought. For many epistemological consequences 

rest on the strength one attributes to Frege' s assertion that his conceptual notation does not 

represent mental processes and nor does it seek to. 

On a weak reading of this claim, Frege is asserting that the logical calculus of the 

Begriffsschrift provides us with a correct way of thinking, and that, even ifthis correct way 

of thinking is entirely new to us, that does not frustrate his purpose. Here, the calculus ofthe 

Begriffsschrift does indeed represent some kind of rrental processes - the correct ones. 

Alternately, a stronger way to understand this claim is to read Frege as asserting that, in 

designing the logical calculus of the Begriffsschrift, he does not seek to make any 

modiftcation to our thinking processes what soever, because any such processe s are logically 

and epistemologicany irrelevant. On this stronger reading, the logical calculus of the 

Begriffsschrift does not represent mental processes whatsoever. 

According to Philip Kitcher( 197 9), the operative word in the passage ofFrege' s letter 

to Husserl cited above is "new" - the subject matter of logic remains mental processes, but 

logic describes ideal mental processes, the ones we ought to have. In attributing the weaker 

reading of this passage to Frege, Kitcher proceeds to attribute to him a psychologistic 

acco unt 0 f the nature 0 f proo f and justificat ion. 

Kitcher justifies his reading of Frege by offering a more general characterization both 

of Frege's overan argurrent against psychologism and of the relationship of logic to 
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psychology. According to Kitcher, 

What Frege objects to again and again in his published and unpublished 

writings, is the confusion of the descriptive science of our mental processes 

of inference with the normative science of those processes. The rormer, 

psychology, studies the way in which trains ofreasoning actually occur; the 

latter, logic, tells us how they ought to occur. (Kitcher 1979,246) 

As has already been observed, the subject matter oflogic on such a picture remains rrental 

processes, and thus Kitcher argues that Frege is properly read as endorsing what Kitcher 

describes as "the traditional conception of proof' (Kitcher 1979, 247). Kitcher describes the 

nature of a proo f on the traditional conception as follows: 

Proofs are distinguished by the kind of knowledge they produce. The 

connection between proofs (as sequences of symbols) and knowledge is made 

by considering processes of proving, that is, psychological activity which 

occurs in the minds ofmathematicians [and other thinkers]. When we prove 

a proposition we engage in a special type of activity which generates a 

distinctive type of knowledge. The written proof can be seen as a public 

record of the [psychological] activity. Hence we can characterize proofs in 

terms of their correspondence with special kinds of psychological processes 

and we can distinguish the processes in question in terms ofthe special type 

of knowledge they produce. (Kitcher 1979,243) 
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So, according to the traditional conception, proofs are a sequence of psychological events or 

states which maybe expressed symbolically but need not be. When they o ccur properly, these 

psychological processes result in knowledge, and are both governed by and describable in 

terms oflogicallaws. Furthermore, because he takes Fregeto hold that tre subject matter of 

logic is inference, Kitcher fmds that Frege E likewise connnitted to the traditional conception 

of proof. Kitcher writes, ''Frege's connection of knowledge with the !rental process of 

inference is exactly that envi saged by the traditional conc eptio n of pro of: the nature of the 

process which produces a belief is crucial to the epistemic status of the belief; hence it is 

important that the inferences wemake conformto the laws oflogic" (Kitcher 1979,246). Yet, 

in being committed to the two claim; that the epistemic (or logical) status of a proposition is 

dependent on the way that it is proved, and that the nature ofa proofis to describe a(n ideal) 

psychological process, Kitcher claim; that Frege's account of proof "rests on ... a 

psychologistic account of knowledge" (Kitcher 1979, 243). 

It must be recognized that the claim that the logical or epistemic status of a 

proposition is inherently related to the psychological process by which the concomitant belief 

stateis produced is indeed quintessentiallypsychologistic. Komblith, for instance, describes 

a psychologistic account of knowledge as follows: 

[P] sychologistic theories [of knowledge] are those which hold that a beliefis 

justifiedjust in case its presence isdue to the workingsofthe appropriate sort 

of belief forming process. Psycho logistic theories are thus committed to a 
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certain interest in the process by whi::h beliefs are formed. (Kornblith 1982, 

242) 

Similarly, Kitcher ofrers the fOllowing description of the psychologistic account. 

On the psychologistic account [of know edge], we suppose that the question 

of whether a person's true belief counts as know ledge depends on whether or 

not the presence ofthat belief[in the mind] can be explained in an appropriate 

fashion. The difference between an item of knowledge and mere true belief 

turns on the factors whichproduced the belief(thus the issue revolves around 

the way in which a particular Il"ental state was generated). (Kitcher 1979,243) 

By implication, then, Kitcher attributes the above account ofknowledge to Frege as well. 

According to Kitcher, the above psychologistic account ofknowledge is not only consistent 

with Frege's account of the nature of proof (1979, 246-47) and not within the scope of 

Frege's criticisms of ps)ChologEm (1979, 247-48), but it is indeed presupposed by Frege's 

own reform of logi:: (1979, 245). As such, Kitcher claims that Frege is committed to a 

psychologistic account of logic, and even that he explicitly endorses it on occasion. 

The question then is whether or not Frege really does accept the traditional account 

of pro of, and whether he is thus committed to the psychologism that follows therefrom. We 

have already seen that Frege rejects any account of logic on which logi:: is descriptive of 

actual mental processes. According to Frege, the psychological RWS (be they causal, or 

associationistic, or what have you) governing the succession of mental sta te s are no t amenab Ie 
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to a logical interpretation. As we have seen, Frege provided two central reasons for his 

rejection of such an account. 

The first reason that Frege gives is that "Error and superstition have causes just as 

much as correct cognition. Whether what you take for true is false or true, your so taking it 

comes about in accordance with psychological laws" ([1918] 1977, 1-2). That is, such 

psycholo gicallaws could not distinguish cognitive processes that result in correct inference 

and judgetrent from those that do not So far, such a rejection is consistent with Kitcher's 

reading ofFrege; after all, according to Kitcher logic does not describe all mental processes, 

only the 'good' ones that result in true judgetrent and correct inference. 

Frege's second reason for rejecting such a picture, though, casts some doubt on the 

accuracy ofKitcher's reading of him. According to Frege, even by concentrating solely on 

those mental processes that result in correct judgement, we mil to maIk the distinction 

between the laws of truth and the laws of taking- to- be-true. Thus, Frege writes (in the 

passage immediately following the one previously cited), "A derivation from these laws [of 

loge so corntrued], an explanation of a mental process that ends in taking sotrething to be 

true, can never take the place of proving what is taken to be true" (ibid.). Here, it would seem 

that Frege clairrn that even those mental processes by which we correctly infer the truth of 

some proposition are not the proper subject matter of logic, and as such are not properly 

construed as explaining the nature of proof. 

Rather, a proofis related to the truth of a proposition, not our appreciation of it; the 
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proofofa proposition establishes its truth, not the apprehensim of that truth. And, as we 

have seen, Frege argues that the laws of truth are completely independent of the laws of 

thinking, because "In order to be true, thoughts ... not only do not need to be recognized by 

us as true: they do not have to have been thought byus at all" ([1897] 1979, 133). Thus, the 

nature of a proof is not a description of any mental process, including whatever process 

accompanies or results in the realization of the truth. Rather, the nature of a proof is to 

establish the truth of a proposition, and this is (normally) independent of any psychological 

considerations, including those championed by Kitcher. 

Indeed, Frege could not be more explicit in his denial of the interpretation given to 

him by Kitcherwhen he makes the following warning to his reader. "But above all we should 

be wary of the view that it is the business oflogic to investigate how we actually think and 

judge when we are in agreement with the laws of truth" ([1897] 1979, 146). Accordingly, 

Frege cannot be understood as advocating the traditional conception of proof attributed to 

him by Kitcher. Instead, the strongest claim that can be made ofFrege in this respect is that 

the laws of logic have consequences, and some of these are prescriptive for epistemic 

activities. Thus, Frege writes, "From the laws of truth there follow prescriptions about 

asserting, thinking, judging [and] inferring" ([1918] 1977,1). Thenatureofa proof, though, 

is explained in tenns of the laws of truth, not the laws oftaking-to-be-true, and as such proofs 

are logical not psychological in nature. Indeed, the laws of logic are described completely 

independe ntly 0 f psycho log ical consider ations, and so proofs do not function to rep resent 
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psychological processes whatsoever. 

§2.4.8 - The Actual Role of Psychology 

Departm::nt of Philosophy, McMaster University 

We have just seen that, for Frege, ideas cannot perform any of the logical or 

epistemological duties required of them by the psychological logician. Ideas cannot serve 

either as the objects or as the contents of knowledge witlxmt bringing about complete 

epistemological subjectivism, and thus oonkrupting our notion of truth (which, for Frege, is 

essentially objective). Similarly, ideas cannot serve as the senses of our meaningful 

expres sions without making communication and understanding a priori impossible, and hence 

bringing about the ruin of our notion of oQjective lmowledge of the truth Finany, the 

relations anxmg ideas cannot function as the basis for our concepts of relations of evidence 

or of logical consequence, because the causal relations which obtain between ideas are not 

properly connected to the truth. 

That said, Frege does not deny that having ideas, the psychological or cognitive 

processes of ideation are somehow relevant to the grasping of Thought. That is, Frege does 

not deny the unqualifiedandhence innocuous version of Generic Psychologism, which claims 

that psychology is somehow relevant to logic. Indeed, Frege seems to claim that these 

psychological processes are necessary for knowledge and understanding. Frege writes, "I do 

not mean in the least to deny that without sense impressions we should be as stupid as stones, 

and should know nothing either of numbers or of anything else; but this psychological 

proposition is not of the slightest concern to us here." (1884 §105 fu; 1980, 115 fu). What 
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Frege denies, then, is the claim that these psycholo gical facts are relevant in either a logical 

or an epistemological way. (Rather, they may perhaps be relevant in, e.g., a causal way.) In 

this way, Frege denies the controversial psychologistic thesis that logic is dependent on 

psychology. 

For Frege, Thoughts have ps)'Chological features, characteristics, and properties.14 

But, none of these properties are relevant to the manner in which a Thought is either the 

bearer of truth or falsity, or constitutes the sense of our meaningful expressions. As such, 

whatever psychological properties Thoughts have, they are not among the ei:Sential properties 

of Thoughts, and can contribute nothing whatsoever to any account of the logical or 

epistemological properties of, or relations among, Thoughts. 

Three examples merit specific mention here. First, Frege hasno qualms admitting that 

"the [expressive] content of a sentence often goes beyond the thought expressed by it" 

([1918] 1977, 10). Specifically, differences between natural languages may contribute to the 

expres sive content of a statement, in a way that is not semantically relevant, so that "the same 

thought can be worded in difrerent ways" ([1897] 1979, 142). These 'extra features' of 

statements, Frege sometimes calls the "clothing of the thought", or the "verbal husk" of the 

Thought (ibid.). While such features may contribute to the force or tone of an expression, 

14 For instance, Frege held both that Thoughts are grasped and that the grasping of 
a Thought is a psychological process. Thus, that a Thought is grasped by a thinker is a 
psychological property of that Thought. Indeed, Frege goes so far as to identify all such 
'psychological' properties of Thoughts as inessential to their nature ([ 1918] 1977, 28). 
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and may change the rhetorical effect of an utterance, they do not contribute to the sense of 

the expression, and have no effect upon, or relevance to, the truth-value of the expression. 

That is to say, such 'extra features' have no effect on determining the rererence of the 

expres sion, and as such are not part of its sense. On the contrary, they are semanticany inert. 

A second example for Frege is the example of the psychological acts of thinking -

judgement and inrerence.15 Having distinguished the act from the content ofa judgement, 

Frege claims that it is only the content of a judgement (i.e., a Thought) that is the bearer of 

truth or falsity, and that the truth or falsity of a judgement is (in normal cases) independent 

of any act of judge trent. Similarlywith inference: the validity6 of an inference has to do with, 

and arises out ot: relations between the contents of the judgements that compose the 

inrerence, and not as a result of the psychological act of drawing the inference itself. Thus, 

while Frege concedes that, "It may of course, serve some purpose to investigate the ide as and 

changes of ideas which occur during the course of mathematical thinking" (1884, vi; 1980, 

15 Indeed, Frege seems to suggest that the mistake of thinking that particularly 
linguistic features of our expressive contents are logically significant arises from the 
mistake of taking the subject matter of logic to be thinking. He writes: "Of course if we 
see the task oflogic to be that of describing how men actually think, then we shall 
naturally have to accord great importance to language. But then the name oflogic is 
being used for what is reany only a branch of psychology. This is as if one imagined that 
one was doing astronomy when one was developing a psycho-physical theory of how one 
sees through a telescope. In the fortrer case, the things that are the proper concern of 
log£ do not come into view any l1X)re than in the latter case do the problems of 
astronomy" ([1897) 1979, 143). 

16 Here I use the term "validity" to mean the truth-preserving properties of the 
inrerence. 
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vi), Frege denies that the results of any such investigation could be relevant to the business 

of the logician. "[P]sychology should not imagine that it can contribute anything whatever 

to the foundation of arithmetic. To the mathematician as such these mental pictures, with 

their origins and their transfOrmations, are irrmateriar' (ibid.) 

The third, and perhaps more problematic example for Frege is understanding - or the 

grasping ofa Thought. Frege concedes that the grasping ofa Thought is a mental pro cess in 

just the same respect as he considers judgement and inference to be mental processes ([ 1897] 

1979,145). "But," Fregereplies, 'just because it is mental in character we do not need to 

concern ourselves with it in logic. It is enough for us that we can grasp thoughts and 

recognize them to be true; how this takes place is a question in its own right" (ibid.). Not 

only is this not a question for the logician, its answer of no (logical) interest either. Instead, 

it is inessential to the nature and properties of Thought, and, as such, is irrelevant to the 

philosophical projects oflogic arxi epistemology. Frege even goes so far as to identify those 

accidental properties of Thoughts as those associated with the Thought's being grasped. "A 

property of a thought will be caned inessential if it consists in, or follows from, the fact that 

this thought is grasped by a thinker" ([ 1918] 1977, 28). 

It is becausenoneofthe accidental, ps)Chologicalproperties and relations of Thoughts 

are logically or epistemologically relevant that Frege invokes the first of his three 

"fundatrental principles" at the end of the Introduction to his Foundations of Arithmetic: 

"always to separate the psychological from the logical, the subjective from the objective" 
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(1884, x; 1980, x). So, in invoking this maxim, Frege does not deny that psycmlogical 

processes are involved in, and perhaps even (causally) necessary for our logical operations 

with Thoughts. "Logic has the task of isolating what is logica~ not, to be sure, so that we 

should think without having images, which is no doubt impossible, but so that we should 

consciously distinguish the logicalfromwhat is attached to it in the way ofideas and feelings" 

([1897] 1979, 142). 

Frege, then, does not deny the innocuous but apparently psychologistic thesis that 

psychology is somehow relevant to logic; he does not deny that Thoughts have any 

psychological properties. Rather, Frege denies the controversial thesis that psycholo gy is 

inherently relevant to the business of logic in such a way as to make bgic dependent on it. 

He denies the thesis that Thoughts have any psycholo gical features or relations that contribute 

to an account 0 f their nature as truth-bearers, 0 r as the senses of assertoric sentences. 

§2.5 - The Problems with Frege's Picture of Logic 

Having considered Frege's arguments against psychologism, and his constructive 

alternative to it, it remains to consider the objections that might be lodged against this 

account. Nor are these objections scarce or insignifIcant. 

§2.5.l - Judgement Stroke 

Some preliminary objections may be noted. The flfSt is that Frege's repudiatim of 

psychologism does not seem to be complete. Indeed, many objectors, both historical and 

contemporary, have observed that Frege's inclusion of the assertion stroke (or judgement 
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stroke) in his Begriffsschrift (§2) is a lapse into psychologism (See, for example, Russell to 

Frege, 12.12.1904 (Frege 1980, 169), Jourdain to Frege, 15.1.1914, (Frege 1980, 78), and 

Picardi 1996, 310.) After all, since a judgement is a mental act according to Frege, whether 

or not a Thought is judged to be true or false (whether that Thought is asserted) ought to 

have no bearing on the logical relations of the Thought. Since it was only these logical 

relations that Frege sought to formalize in the Begriffsschrift, the judgement stroke seems 

superfluous, and its inclusion in the calculus mistaken. 

§2.5.2 - Geometry 

There is, though, another more pervasive problem in Frege' s logicist project. Frege's 

logicist project sought to establish a strictly logical foundation for arithmetic. But, as several 

scholars have pointed out (e.g., Philip Kitcher, 1979; Picardi 1996,315; Cohen 1998,63), 

Frege never attempted to give a logicist accOlmt of geometry. As such, the complete reduction 

of an mathematics to logic was not possible, in Frege' s mind 

For purposes of conceptual thought we can always assume the contrary of 

some one or other of the geometrical axioms, without involving ourselves in 

any self-contradictims when we proceed to our deductions, despite the 

conflict between our assumptions and our intuition. The fact that this is 

possible shows that the axioms of geometry are independent of one another 

and of the primitive laws oflogic, and consequently are synthetic (1884 §14; 

1980, 20-21). 
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The axioms of geometry are synthetic because their negation does not produce a 

contradiction. As such, it is not possible to reduce them to the purely analytic propositions 

oflogic. The foundations of geometry are not logicalbut intuitive. Because of this, geometry 

is, in part, built upon the structure of the hurmn understanding, and its foundations are not 

independent of psychological fucts. For this reason, Frege claims that geometri::al truths are 

not universal. "For other rational beings it [geometry] might take some form quite different 

from that in which we know it. ... Yet there is sorrething oQjective in it [geometry] all the 

same; everyone reco gnizes the same geo metrical axioms, even if only by his behaviour, and 

must do this ifhe is to find his way about in the world" (1884 §26; 1980, 35). The ultimate 

justification for geometrical truths rests on the agreement of human beings in their geometrical 

judgements, and this is based upon the correspondence of our geometrical axioms with the 

way the world happens to be. These, in turn, are in part a result ofpsychobgical facts 

describing the structure ofthe human understanding, combined with the practical realities of 

our having to engage with the world. In this respect, geometry is not universal, but remains, 

in some sense, objective. The objectivity of geometry lies in the fact that it is the same for all 

rational agents whose understanding is like ours. But, unlike mathematics and logic, geometry 

is not objective in the sense that it is a freestanding structure independent of human minds. 

In light of this, it has been argued by some that it was only Frege's logic and not his 

epistemology that can be properly read as anti-psychologistic (Cohen 1996, 65). More 

persuasively, Philip Kitcher argues that Frege 'stpistemology"presupposes ... a psycho logistic 
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account of knowledge" (1979, 245). According to Kitcher, Frege remains fundamentally 

Kantian, and retains Kant's thesis that there are three sources of knowledge. "Sensory 

perception yields a posteriori knowledge; conceptual analysis and pure intuition provide a 

priori knowledge, the former giving knowledge of analytic truths, the latter giving knowledge 

of synthetic a priori truths" (1979, 252). Again, this would mean that Frege argued only 

against logical and not epistetmlogical psycmlogism. 

Others have interpreted Frege to be refuting only a particular verSIOn of 

psycholo gism: naturalism In this vein, Currie writes "Fre ge rejec ted the who Ie programme 

of naturalism, with its empirical account oflogic and mathematics, its genetic approach to 

concepts, and its construal of thinking as the having of ideas or mental pictures" (1989,414). 

According to this second reading, psychology is construed exclusively as an empirical or 

experi:rrental (and hence a posteriori) science. Hence, a Kantian, intuitionistic account of 

synthetic a priori truths is not, in and of itself, psychologistic on Frege's conception. On this 

interpretation, Frege rejected both logical and epistemological psychologism for the same 

reasons - not because of their psychological features, but because of their naturalistic ones. 

Regardless of the interpretation one gives, Frege's account of geometry seems to 

indicate an anomaly in his theory, and represents a feature of his thought that stands in need 

of explanat ion. Particularly, it challenges us to determine what, exactly, were those features 

ofpsychologism that Frege found objectionable, and to isolate the reasons and motivations 

behind Frege's objections. 

161 



PhD Thesis - David M. Godden Departmmt of Philosophy, McMaster University 

§2.5.3 - The Most Mysterious Process of All 

We have just observed that Frege does not deny that we are acquainted with Thoughts 

by a psychologi;al process. In this respect, psychobgy is relevant, and indeed necessary, to 

any (causal) explanation of our relations with objects of the 'third realm.' While it might 

appear that the psycho logistic claim that logic depends on psycho logy follows from conc ems 

such as these, Frege dismisses this consequence by claiming that nothing pertaining to the 

grasping of a Thought constitutes anything essential about that Thought. That is, we can 

explain all of the logical, semantic and epistemological properties of Thoughts without any 

reference to the pro cesses by which they come to be grasped by human minds. Nevertheless, 

this process of grasping Thoughts is itself in dire need of some explanation. 

It would seem that some explanation of how we come into relations with Thoughts 

is required in order to explain how we know, unders tand or 'grasp' them. Yet, to name this 

relation is not to explain it. Given the nature of Thoughts (see my §2.3.8) we cannot know 

them by sensation, or by intro spection, or by any ofthe other ways we normally know things. 

Not only are Thoughts very different kinds of entities than we are, they are very different 

kinds of entities from most of the things we may normally be said to know. It would seem that 

we have very few properties in common with Thoughts, which might help to explain how it 

is that we come to grasp them. How can an eternal, unchanging, causally inert object interact 

with a human mind which is situated in space and time? 

Frege seems to try to explain this re lation by claiming that thou ghts ha ve psychological 
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properties which allow them to be grasped by us ([ 1918] 1977, 28). Yet, the thesis that 

Thoughts have any psych010gical properties whatsoever (whether inessential or otherwise) 

is problematic, and seems inconsistent with Frege's view that Thoughts are objective entities 

inhabiting a realm which is "timeless, etema~ [and] unvarying" ([1918] 1977, 27). On the 

other hand, if we suppose that Thoughts have absolutely no propertes in common with us -

psych010gical or otherwise, including the property that they are grasped by us - how is our 

acquaintance with them to be explained? In this respect, Frege's postulation of Thoughts as 

a special class of semantic entities faces many ofthe same problems faced by other versions 

of dualism and Platonism. 

While Frege is aware of this concern, his response to it is theoretically disappointing, 

and not likely to satisfY these standard objections to Platonism. In brief, Frege takes our 

understanding oflanguage as evidence that we must grasp Thoughts somehow, and (since the 

grasping is a psycholo gical process) Frege delegates the problem of explaining how we come 

to do this to the psychologists. 

But still the grasping of [a Thought] ... is a mental process! Yes, indeed, but 

it is a process which takes place on the very confines ofthe menta~ and which 

for that reason cannot be completely understood from a purely psychological 

standpoint. For in grasping [a Thought] ... something comes into view whose 

nature is no longer mental in the proper sense, namely the thought; and this 

process is perhaps the lIDst mysterious of an. ([ 1897] 1979, 145) 
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Problematically, this is the limitofFrege's own account of how we come to grasp Thoughts. 

He does not feel under any obligation to supply such an explanation, because this is a job for 

psychobgists and is of no concern for phibsophy. "It is enough for us that we can grasp 

thoughts and recognize them to be true; how this takes place is a question in its own right" 

([1897] 1979, 145). Indeed, philosophers need not be concerned even by the fact that no 

adequate explanation has ever been provided, and nor does any seem forthcoming in the 

foreseeable future. We are able to know a priori that this natural psychological process must 

occur, and we may be satisfied in that knowledge. Not only does this problem seem to 

embody the most insoluble features ofcartesian dualism, but Frege's answer seems to retain 

the worst features of cartesian rationalism. Nor is this the only problem generated by Frege's 

postulation of an abstract, 'third realm' of Thoughts. 

§2.5.4 - The Connection Between an Expression and its Sense 

Frege's postulation of a realm of abstract entities which supply the senses of our 

linguistic expressions successfully insulated the meaningful contents ofthose expressions (at 

least insofar as they are concerned with the truth) from the contingencies ofpsychology and 

the empiri:al world. Not only are Thoughts themselves anti-psychological in nature, but so 

is the connection between a Thought and its object. While Frege does not explain how the 

connection between a Thought and its object - between the sense and the reference of an 

expression - occurs, one ofthe benefIts afforded by the 'third realm' is that this connection 

seems to be an intrinsic part of the Thought itself. Since it is an essential feature of Tn:mghts 
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that they are the rearers oftruth, and a truth-value is the object (ie., reference) ofa Thought, 

the connection between the sense and the reference ofa statement is part ofthe essence ofthe 

Thought itself.17 So, while the ontological rent in the third realm may be high, an address 

17 Frege's position on the connection between the sense and the reference of an 
expression is not entirely transparent. In "Sense and Reference" Frege claims that "The 
regular connection retween a sign, its sense and its reference [BedeutungJ is of such a 
kind tmt to the sign trere corresponds a definite sense and to tmt in tum a definite 
reference [BedeutungJ ... " ([ l892J 1952,58), but Frege never really elaborates on how this 
correspondence relation is established. Typically, Frege is interpreted to claim that the 
sense of an expression determines its reference (e.g., Katz 1998, xxvi). 

But, the position that the sense of an expression alone determines its referent 
seems to create a problem fo r Frege' s acc oun t 0 f meaning. Since the referent of a 
Thought is a truth-value, it follows that the truth-value of a Thought is determined by the 
Thought alone. Yet, the truth-value of many Thoughts seems also to depend on the 
obtaining of certain facts - certain contingent features of the world which we determine 
empirically. 

Frege seems to deprive himself of recourse to the common-sense answer that the 
relationship between a Thought and a truth-value is mitigated by a realm offacts or states 
of affairs which are themselves the referents of our declarative expressions. Frege does 
not claim that the referent of a Thought is a state of affairs; rather he says that it is a truth­
value. So it would seem that the only option open to him is to claim that the Thought 
alone does not determine its referent. But, to the rest of my knowledge, Frege oowhere 
discusses any other factors which contribute to the determination of the referent ofa 
sense. So we are left in an interpretive vacuum. A sensible interpretation is that the 
obtaining ofa certain state of affairs contributes to the determining of the referent ofa 
Thought. But, in the cases of smaller units oflanguage (e. g., concepts and objects), no 
extra factor beyond the sense of an expression seem; required to determine its referent. 
Indeed, Frege goes so far as to claim that "a fact is a thought that is true" ([ 1918] 1977, 
25), which seems to imply that there is no 'extra metaphysical layer' separating the sense 
and reference of a true declarative sentence, and contributing to the determination of a 
particular reference by some sense. 

The point that I wish to make at this juncture is this. If the connection between 
the sense and the referent of an expression cannot be explained without recourse to 
psychology (e.g., the psychological features ofa sense), then any anti-psychologistic 
benefIts affurded by postulating an abstract realm of senses is compHely nullifIed. I 
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therein seems to present many semantic benefits. SpecifIcally, the semantics of our language 

may be given indepenJently of psycmlogy - or so it would seem 

But, to fully ril our semantics of psychobgical consideratims, it is not just the 

connection between sense and reference that must be explained independently of p sycholo gy. 

In addition, the connection between a linguistic expression and its corresponding sense must 

be explained in a psycmlogically independent way. So, according to Frege, what is the 

nature of the connection between declarative sentences and Thoughts? According to Frege, 

a sentence expresses a thought. But on Frege's picture, the expressive relation is a 

psychological relation Language itself is an objective, public and non-mental colection of 

signs (phonemes or graphemes). Simihrly Thoughts are non-mental and objective. But, in 

being other-worldly, Thoughts are not public. As such, the relations humm agents have with 

Thoughts are not public either. So, while our use of the linguistic symbolism is a public 

activity, the connections that language users draw between linguistic expressions and 

Thoughts are subjective, individual and private; indeed they are completely psycholo gical. I8 

Just as the grasping of a Thought is a psycho logical phenomenon, so is the use of language 

to express some particular Thought. 

further take it that Frege, in postulating the realm of senses, took it for granted that the 
relation between a sense and its referent could be so explained without involving any 
psychological considerations. 

18 I do not hold that Frege explicitly endorses such a view. Rather, I argue below 
that such a view is the only one consistent with the remainder ofFrege's overall position. 
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For Frege, the connection between a sign and its sense does not - indeed cannot -

occur at a general level; rather the bond between a sign and its sense is established in the 

minds of individual thinkers. This is the only place that such a bond could be established, since 

Thoughts do not come with linguistic labels attached to them Nor do words come with any 

directions for locating their proper sense in the third realm. There is no essential connection 

between a word and its sense. As such, despite the fact that Thoughts are not psychological 

entities like ideas, Frege is no better off than Locke is when it comes to explaining the 

connection between words and their meanings. 

There are really two problems with Locke, and Frege only recognizes one of them. 

The first is that meanings themselves can't be psychological in nature - Thoughts can't be 

ideas. But the second problem in Locke is that the connection between an expression and its 

meaning cannot be established psychologically. Frege does not even see this problem, and as 

such he makes no effort to avoid it. After all, even if the meaning is public, if the connection 

is epistemically private, then interlocutors are still eft to guess at something they will never 

be able to determine empirically. 

So, while the semantics of Thoughts may be given independently of psychology on 

Frege's account, psychology still plays an essential and ineliminabe role in a Fregean 

explanation of the semantics of linguistic expressions. It would seem, then, that despite the 

inexplicable benefits afforded by a postal code in the 'third realm,' Frege's metaphysical 

solution cannot bar the door to psychologism. Nor is this the last problem generated by 
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Frege's postulation ofthe 'third reahn.' 

§2.5.5 - Platonism and The Third Realm 

Departrrent of Philosophy, McMaster University 

We have seen that Frege's solution tohis semantic pro blemofproviding an adequately 

objective account of sense and truth, was metaphysical Frege postulated a 'new' species of 

semantic objects that embodied the semantic and epistemological features he required. As 

Baker and Hacker observe, though, such a solution is not now considered the viable option 

it once was. 

For the 'postulation of abstract entities' is now viewed as a prima facie 

intellectual crime, and hence an advocate of any form of Platonism must 

discharge the task of proving that no other more economical philosophical 

explanation is available. Times have changed. So too have the implications 

of the word 'Platonism'. (1989, 76-77) 

Baker and Hacker observe two basic philosophical problems with Frege's proposed, 

Platonistic resolution to the problematic epistemology of psyclnlogism. 

First, Baker and Hacker observe that Frege's reifIcation ofthe subject matter oflogic 

does indeed succeed in insulating the propositions oflo gic from '"the possibility of errpirical 

disconfirmation" (1989,87). "But," they persist, "if the basic truths oflogic are grounded in 

apprehension ofrelations among abstract entities, the possibility of their being refuted seems 

to re-emerge. How can one dismiss the possibility that the eyes of the mind might be subject 

to hallucination or that [a) fresh 'logical experience' might compel a revision to the 
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fundamental truths of logic" (1989, 88)? The problem seems to be that, for all its attempts 

to avoid such an option, Frege's account cannot overcome an experiential account of our 

knowledge of the truths oflogic. While the foundation may not be an empirical (i.e., sensory) 

experience, it is an experience nevertheless - albeit a rational or intuitive one. As a result, it 

seems subject to disconfnmation on experiential grounds. 

The second problem is directly related to the first. Not only are logical truths, as 

conceived by Frege, suQject to experiential disconfinrntion, but they seem to be vulnerable 

to an experientially-oosed relativism as well. Baker and Hacker write that "a determined 

relativist could argue that there is a discrepancy between what is truly self-evident and what 

Frege took to be the fundamental truths of logic" (1989,88). That is, to cast the uhimate 

foundations of the truths of logic in self-evidence is not entirely to escape the clutches of 

intuition. Whik: self.evidence may not be directly related to the constitution of our 

understanding - that is, to some rational faculty - it nevertheless has a distinctly psychological 

component. Just as Locke objected to Descartes that his "innate ideas" did not seem innate 

in the minds of "children and idiots", neither is the self-evidence of a proposition a feature of 

the proposition itself (Unlike, for instance, the logbal truth of a proposition, where its denial 

results in contradiction.) Rather, the self-evidence ofa proposition seems to be, at least in 

part, dependent upon (a function of) the psychological attributes of the person (or mind) to 

which the proposition either is, or is not, self-evident. The same proposition might be self­

evident to some and not to others. 
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The general point of both 0 f these 0 bjections is that Frege' s solution does not offer 

any metmd of adjudication between our logic and any "hitherto unknown form of madness" 

(Baker aoo Hacker 1989,88). 

§2.6 - The Subject Matter of Logic Revisited 

It has been suggested (e.g., Baker and Hacker, 1989) that many of the problems 

identified in Frege's account oflogi:al are the result of presuppositions that he shared with 

his psychologistic contemporaries. The most important ofthese presuppositions is the view 

that logic must treat of some subject matter, and that the way to distinguish the truths oflogic 

from those of other disciplines was on the basis of tha t subj ect matter (Baker and Hacker, 

1989,89). 

I have argued that Frege's overall approach to psychologism was semantic. Yet, he 

ultimately prescribes a metaphysical remedy for what he determinedly sought to treat as a 

semantic ailment. I agree with Baker and Hacker in their assessment that it was Frege's view 

that logic must treat ofsome subject matter that kd himto the metaphysical position ofhaving 

to postulate a new' third re aIm' of abstract, semantic objects. It was his view that one must 

"distinguish logical propositions from others in virtue of their content" (Baker and Hacker 

1989,90), that pushed Frege to offer an essentiany realist semantics based on this new species 

of seman tical artifacts. Yet, while Frege did oot see any other options, alternative treatments 

will be the topic of discussion in chapter 5. 

First though, it is worth turning to a more empirical account of the suqject matter of 
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logic. Given that the majority of the problems in Frege's solution to the problems of 

psychologism arise directly from his postulation of a realm of abstract entities - Thoughts -

which serve as the senses o fsent ences and as the bearers of truth, it seems prudent to explore 

alternatives to such an account which are founded on a more familiar type of entity - namely 

those found in everyday experience. To assess the prospects of a more empirical account of 

the semantics of our logical and arithmetical terms, we now turn to an investigation of the 

position ofJ.S. Mill. 
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Chapter 3 

Mill's Empiricist Alternative 

§3.l - From Platonism to Empiricism 

One of the central problems associated with a Fregean acCOlUlt of the nature and 

subject matter of logic has its origins in the metaphysical features of such a picture. Frege 

identified the epistemolo gical pro blems that followed from a psycholo gistic account oflo gic 

and arithmetic, and sought to provide a semantic approach to their diagnosis and treatment. 

Yet, while Frege's remedy overcomes the problems of epistemic relativism that follow from 

psycholo gism, the treatment may be just as debilitating as the disease itself. Having 

demonstrated that a mentalist (or psychological) account of the subject matter of logic 

invariably led to epistemic relativism and an impoverished account of truth, Frege looked to 

other available semantic options. But Frege's vision of these alternative choices was limited 

by the fact that he shared with his psycho logistic adversaries the view that logic had to treat 

of some subject matter (Baker & Hacker1989, 89). So the only remaining task for Frege was 

that of identifying a domain suitably immune from the contingencies of psychobgy so as to 

insulate the logical operation of proof and epistemic relations such as justification and 

evidence from relativism. Convinced that the epistemic objectivism he desired could only be 

supported by a metaphysically realist foundation, Frege posited a Platonist semantic s. Yet this 

Platonist solution raised independent and equally problematic mysteries in epistemology. 

Most specifically, the processes involved in the rudimentary task of under standing everyday 
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language become completely opaque on a Platonist account. Frege him;elfconfessed that 

grasping a Thought was "the most mysterious process of aIr' ([1897] 1979, 145). Indeed, 

the metaphysical and epistemological costs of philosophical real estate in abstract 

neighoourhoods like the 'third realm' tend to overshadow any epistemological or semantic 

benefits promised therein. In light of difficulties such as these, it is prudent to consider those 

alternatives considered by thinkers with a more rigorously empiricist metaphysical attitude. 

The first alternative to Frege's Platonist semantics that is perhaps worth considering 

is John Stuart Mill's (1806-1873) physicalist semantics. Min belonged to the generation of 

logicians immediately prece ding Frege, and his two major works on logic -A System of Logic 

([ 184311872] 1973) andAn Examination of Sir William Hamilton 's Philosophy([ 186511867] 

1979) - predated Frege's own work. Indeed, Frege specifically considered Mill's account of 

the semantics of our number terms and was unequivocal in his condemnation of this kind of 

physicalist semantics. Nevertheless there are several reatures of Mill's account that make it 

worthy of our consideration. 

In the first place, Mill specifically addresses the metaphysical problems associated with 

the postulation of abstract objects as the referents of our logical am number term;. Indeed, 

Mill's empiricism constrains him to work within the realm of the sensible regarding both the 

objects and the origins of our knowledge. In this respect, Mill's approach is congruent with 

contemporary approaches which eschew both intuitive and abstract met aphysical foundations 

for our logical and arithmetical knowledge. 
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Secondly, Mill's discussion of the nature and subject matter of the propositions of 

logic invokes a version of the distinction between analytic and synthetic propositions. Yet 

because he characterized analytic propositions as "merely verbal 'truths'" incapable of 

conveying 'new' information, and thought that the proper task oflogic was the advancement 

of knowledge, Mill rejected the account of logical propositions as exclusively analytic. In 

place of this, Mill attempted to ofrer a strictly empirical foundation for general truths 

(including the principles oflo gic) as grounded in the concrete features of sensory experience. 

Despite Mill's rejection of the po sition that the principles oflo gic are analytic truths, his 

discussion of it anticipates the positivistic account 0 flogic which is the topic of discussion in 

chapter 4. 

Beyond all oftheseconsiderations, there remains a signiftcant and unresolved question 

in the interpretation of Mill's account of the nature and subject matter of logic: Is Mill's 

account of logic psychologistic? And, if it is not, is Mill successful in escaping the 

epistemological and foundational problems associated with psychologism? It is to these 

questions that we will fll'st turn. 

§3.2 - On Interpreting Mill 

Though there is remlrkabiy little debate on the topic, there is some disagreement in 

the literature coocerning whether Mill's account of logic is psychobgistic. In his 

"Introduction" to Mill's System of Logic (1973, xxi) R.F. McRae 0 bserves that Mill's account 

has been described as "an attempt to expound a psychological system of logic within 
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empiricist principles" (Hartman 1967, 14). Similarly, Shanker (1998, 82-87), Macnamara 

(1986, 13), and Posy (1997, 260) determine that Mill's phibsophy oflogic is psychobgistic. 

On the otherhand, McRaehimself(1973,xxiv), abng with autho rs such as Kneale and Kneale 

(1962, 377) and G.P. Baker (1988, 174) insist that Mill rejected psycho log ism. 

There may well be a case to be made on either side ofthis debate, as Mill's position 

on the subject matter oflogr, and its relationship with psychology is - even at the best of 

times - neither transparent nor unequivocal. That said, there are respects in which Mill's 

position is decidedly psychologistic. The important question to be answered, though, is 

whether Mill's account of bgic overcomes the epistemological problems of relativism and 

subjectivism that Frege identified with any position that made the laws of truth dependent on 

contingent facts about human psychology. 

§3.3 - Mill on the Nature of Logic 

§3.3.1 - Mill's Epistemological Framework and the Domain of Logic 

To appreciate Mill's account ofthe suQiectmatter and the corresponding foundations 

oflogic, we must first be :familiar with Mill's general epistemological framework. In general, 

Mill's epistemology is empiricist and foundationalist. For Mill, there are two basic ways by 

which we come to know truths: intuition and inference. He writes: "[t]ruths are known to us 

in two ways: some are known directly, and ofthemselves; some through the tredium ofother 

truths. The former are the suQiects of Intuition, or Consciousness; the latter, ofInference" 

(1843/1872, Intro.§4; 1973, 6). This VieW displays two characteristic features of 
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foundat iona lism: (i) tho se truths known by intuition cannot be justif~d with refereoce to other 

known truths (i.e., theycannot be known on the basisofa knowledge of other truths) and (ii) 

truths known by intuition become the foundation, on the basis on which an other truths are 

known. Truths known by intuition are "known antecedently to all reasoning" (1843/1872, 

Intro. §4; 1973, 7), and furm "the original data, or ultimate premises of our 

knowledge"(ibid.). Because of this, truths known purely by intuition are a necessary 

component of any body of knowledge. As Mill argues, since in the case of inferred 

knowledge "[o]ur assent to the conclusion ... [is] grounded on the truth ofthe premises, we 

could never arrive at any knowledge by reasoning, unless something could be known 

antecedently to all reasoning" (ibid.). Mill's empiricism is to be found in his doctrines that all 

of the truths which may be known directly by intuition are particular truths, and that the 

substantive ones are known on the basis of experience. 

Mill's foundationalism significantly shapes his account oflogic. Specifically, while we 

may be certain of those truths known by intuition, they are beyond the scope oflogic. Mill 

writes: "Whatever is known to us by consciousness [i.e., intuition], is known beyond 

possibility of question [i.e., it is certain and indubitable]. ... No science is required for the 

purpose of establishing such truths; no rules of art can render our knowledge of them more 

certain than it is in itself. There is no logic fur this portion of our knowledge" (ibid.). As 

such, logic concerns only those truths known through inference, on the basis of other truths. 

Mill writes, 

177 



PhD Thesis - David M. Godden Departmmt of Philosophy, McMaster University 

The province oflogic must be restricted to that portion of our knowledge 

which consists of inferences from truths previously known; whether those 

antecedent data be general propositions, or particular observations and 

perceptions. Logic is not the science of Belief, but the science of Proof, or 

Evidence. In so far as belief professes to be fOunded on proo~ the offIce of 

logic is to supply a test for ascertaining whether or not the belief is well 

grounded. With the claims which any proposit ion has to belief on the evidence 

of consciousness [ i.e., intuition], that is, w ithou t evidenc e in the proper sense 

of the word, 10 gic has nothing to do. (184311872, Intro. §4; 1973, 9; see also 

184311872, Hj.l; 1973, 158, where Mill offers a similar description of "the 

peculiar problem of the Science of Logi:".) 

Not only is the domain of logic thus limited to a certain fragrrent of human knowledge, but 

its functionregarciing this fragment is restricted also. The function of logic is to supply a set 

of rules of art for the estilUltion of evidential relations supporting this body of inferred 

knowledge. 

The purpose of logic, according to Mill, is inherently practical; it has an 

epistemological value. Since Mill takes inference to be the principal subject of logic 

(184311872, I.i.1; 1973, 19), an understanding of Mill , s conception oflo gic must appreciate 

Mill's view ofthe nature of inrerence. According to Min, ''inference in the proper acceptation 

ofthe term, [consists in] those [cases] in whi:h we set out from known truths, to arrive at 
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others really distinct from them" (184311872, II.i.3; 1973, 162). Thus, Mill ho Ids that logic 

is involved in the advancement o fknowledge. Because it is involved in the advancement of 

knowledge, the purpose oflo gic is not merely to preserve (or, to use Mill's word, "conduct") 

tru th; rather the function oflogic is to establish truth (i.e., the truth of individual, co ntingent 

propositions). It is in this context that Mill distinguishes between a 'Logic of Consistency' 

(or Formal Logic) and a 'Logic of Truth' (184311872, II.iii9; 1973,208). For Mill, logic is 

proper 1y conceived of as a Logic of Truth, and, as such, logical rules include any rule of 

evidence or justifIcation - at least insofar as these rules have a role in inferring one proposition 

from other propositions. 

According to Mill, then, "Logic ... is the entire theory of the ascertainment of reasoned 

or inrerred truth" (184311872, IIjii.9; 1973, 206). Mill takes reasoning to be synonymms 

with inference (184311872, ILi.3; 1973, 162), which divides into two kinds: Induction and 

Ratiocination or Syllogism (ibid.).' 2 "Induction is inferring a proposition from propositions 

, Here, Mill seems to treat Ratiocination as coextensive with Syllogism. At other 
places, Mill makes the weaker claim that "syllogism is the general type [of ratiocination]" 
(1843/1872, IIj.l; 197,158). 

2 According to Mill, in addition to Induction and Ratiocination "there is a third 
species ofreasoning, which falls under neither of these descriptions, and which, 
nevertheless, is not only valid, but is the foundation of both of the others" (1843/1872, 
IIj.3; 1973, 162). While Induction is "reasoning from particulars to generals" (ibid.), and 
Ratiocination is "reasoning from general to particulars" (ibid.) this third species of 
reasoning appears to be reasoning from particulars to particulars - which encompasses all 
inference (1843/1872, II.iii.4; 1973, 193) and seems to have the form of reasoning by 
analogy (see 1843/1872, IIjii.3, 1973,186-192; 1843/1872, IIjii.7, 1973, 202). Mill 
describes this ''universal type of the reasoning process" as follows: "Certain individuals 
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less general than itse If, and Ratiocination is inferring a proposition from propo sitions equally 

or more general" (ibid.). Typically we would call Ratiocination by the more familiarnatre of 

deduction, and at times Mill does so himse1f(e.g., 184311872, II.iv.l; 1973,209; 1843/1872, 

II.iv.4; 1973,214). According to Mm, then, the Science of Logic includes not only the study 

of deductive inference, but also the study of irxluctive infereoce. In addition to holding that 

logic is not merely the Logic of Consistency, but is properly seen as the Logic of Truth, we 

will see that Mill has an additional reason for including induction within the Science of Logic 

(§3.8.3). Importantly,Mill's picture oflogicis considerably bro ader than logic more narrowly 

understood as the study of necessary consequence. Since the present inquiryis only concerned 

with the nature and justification of the foundations oflogic narrowly construed, I limit my 

discussion of Min's account of the foundations of logic to considerations which pertain 

directly to the foundations of the ratiocinative portion of logic. 

§3.3.2 - Mill on Logic as the Art and Science of Reasoning 

Mill begins his System of Logic by accepting Archbishop Whately's (1787 - 1863) 

view that "Logic ... comprises the science of reasoning, as well as an art, founded on that 

science" (184311872, Intro. §2; 1973, 4). The discipline of logic as a whole, Mill calls the 

Science of Logic (see, e.g., 184311872, II.i.l; 1973, 158), and it divides completely into the 

have a given attribute; an individual or individuals resembe the former in certain other 
attributes; therefore they reserrble them also in the given attribute" ( 184311872, II.iii.7; 
1973,202). 
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Art and the Scieoce of Reasoning. Min agrees with Whately that each of these two 

components is required to achieve the purpose oflogic, which Milldescribes as follows: "[ t]he 

sole object [i.e., objective] of Logic is the guidance of one's own thoughts" (1843/1872, 

Intro. §3; 1973, 6). 

According to Mill, the art of reasoning and the science of reasoning make separate but 

individually necessary contributions to the overall purpose oflogic. One of the places wh:re 

Mill describes the object of logic in teI11lS of the individual contributions of these two 

components is in the following passage. 

Our object, then, will be to attempt a correct analysis of the intellectual 

process called Reasoning or Inference, and of such other mental operations as 

are intended to facilitate this: as well as on the foundation of this analysis, and 

pari passu with it, to bring together or frame a set of rules or canons :fOr 

testing the sufficiency of any given evidence to prove any given proposition. 

(1843/1872, Intro. §7; 1973, 12; see also 1843/1872, Intro. §2; 1973,4) 

The general division of labour within the discipline of logic seems to be this. The art of 

reasoning provides rules of evideoce which serve to guide our thoughts; it is in accordance 

with these rules that we ought to reason. The science of reasoning, on the other hand, 

provides an analysis 0 f menta I processes. Indeed, the science of reasoning is "a part, or a 

branch, of Psychology" (Mill, 1865/1867, Chap. xx; 1979,359). Crucially, since the art of 

reasoning is somehow founded on the science of reasoning, the art ofreasoning which fulfils 
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the prescriptive function of logic is somehow dependent on psychology. 

So, for Mill, the laws oflogic are rules or precepts which are normative or prescriptive 

in character, and whose purpose is to guide our thoughts. Importantly, though, the claim that 

logic is prescriptive is not on its own sufficient to overcome the charge of psycho log ism (see 

my §§1.5.3 - 1.5.6). Instead, such a claim merely gives rise to two further questions. First, 

what is the subject matter oflogical rules; what do logical rules govern? Second, what are 

the ultimate foundations, or justifications, for the prescriptive norms oflogic? For Mill, the 

answer to the second question will be influenced by the degree to which the science of 

reasoning contributes to the rules of its corresponding art. This, in turn, will be influenced by 

Mill's account of the subject matter of logic. 

§3.4 - Logic as the Science of the Operations of the Understanding 

Mill's view that logic is comprised ofthe art and science ofreasoning, and that "[t ]he 

sole object [i.e., objective] oflogic is the guidance of one's thoughts" (op. cit.) commits him 

to two decidedly psychobgistic theses. The first, which we have been discussing, is the 

dependence thesis of Generic Psychologism: that psychology is necessary for logic. The 

second is Metaphysical Psychologism: that the subject matter of logic is psychological in 

nature. In order to appreciate the various problems arising from Mill's adherence to the 

dependence thesis, one must appre ciate t he consequences of the metaphysical thesis, and the 

manner in which psychology studies mental states and processes. 

In Mill's view, "Reasoning, or Inference [is] the principal subj ect of logic" (1843, I.i.l; 
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1973, 19). In his Examination of Sir William Hamilton's Philosophy Mill places reasoning 

alongside conception (concept formation) and judgement, claiming that "the[se] three 

psychological processes ... constitute the operations of the Intellect" (186511867 Chapt. xx; 

1979,348). Repeatedly in the Introduction of A System of Logic Mill may be found claiming 

that logic necessarily involves the analysis ofrrental processes (1843/1872, Intro. §7; 1973, 

12-16). Indeed, Mill goes so far as to define logic as 'the science which treats of the 

operations ofthe human understanding in the pursuit oftruth" (184311872, Intro. §3; 1973, 

6). Yet, those same mental processes are the subject matter ofpsychology. 

In addition to studying mental processes, psychology also studies those laws which 

determine the succession ofmental states. According to Min "[t]he subject ... of Psychology 

is the uniformities of succession, the laws ... according to which one mental state succeeds 

another, [i.e.,] is caused by, or at least, is caused to follow, another" (1843, VLiv.3; 1974, 

852). In genera~ there are two such laws. The first is Hume's law that sensory impressions 

excite 'faint copies' ofthemselves in the mind called ideas. The second is that the excitement 

of an idea by some other mental state is governed by the Laws of Association (ibid.). (As 

such, the second law is really not an individuallaw, so much as the entire class of the Laws 

of Association - whatever these tum out to be.) Taken together, Mill calls Hume's law and 

the laws of association the 'Laws of the Mind', and they are unquestionably psychological in 

character. Important ly, in being causal laws (if only at a psycho logical level), Hume' s law and 

the Laws of AsSocBtion determine the succession 0 f any series of mental states, regardless 
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of any epistemological connections which might obtain between those states. That is, the 

successbn of one state by another is completely determined by, and explained in terms of, 

these psych010gical laws. Indeed, Mill claims that there is no third, special kind of law 

pertaining exclusively to the operations of the mind involved in inference. Rather, "the 

general laws of association prevail ammg these more intricate states of mind" (184311872, 

VI.iv.3; 1974,856).3 

Finally, Mill contends that psycholo gical laws may only be discovered experimentally. 

He writes: "These simple or elementary Laws of Mind have been ascertained by the ordinary 

methods of experimental iIXIuiry; nor could they have been ascertained in any other marmer" 

(1843/1872, VI.iv.3; 1974, 853). Thus not only is the subject matter of the Science of 

Reasoning psychological in nature, but ifthe Science of Reasoning involves ascertaining the 

Laws of the Mind, it is dependent on psychology not only fur its subject matter but also for 

its methodology. Further, to whatever extent the Art of Reasoning is dependent on the 

Science of Reasoning, it too will be dependent on psychology with respect to its subject 

matter and methodology.4 

3 Among these "more intricate states ofmind" Mill includes not only cognitive 
states and processes ( e.g., inference) but also elIDtive states and processes ( e.g., desire). 

4 Since Mill considered inductive reasoning to be part oflogic, Mill would hold 
that the methodology of experimental psychology is part of logic. Yet, if one is concerned 
solely with the logic ofnecessary consequence, Mill's position obviously makes the 
psycho logistic assertion that logic is dependent on psychology with respect to its 
methodology. 
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On Mill's account the science of reasoning is a branch of psychology whose subject 

matter and methodology are provided exclusively by psychology. As such, the kinds of 

things discussed aoove are the kinds of things that the science of reasoning is capable of 

contributing to logic. Yet, Mill also claims that the art ofreasoning is somehow founded on 

the science ofreasoning - that logical principles are somehow dependent on psychology. 

Further, Mill is not entirely clear on the contribution which the science of reasoning rmkes 

to its corresponding art, or the manner in which the rules of logic are 'founded' on 

psycholo gy. Yet, the nature and status of logical principles will be significantly determined 

by their relationship to the psycoological facts and Laws of the Mind provided by the science 

of reasoning. 

§3.5 - Mill on the Contribution of the Science of Reasoning to the Art of Reasoning 

There are times when Mill wants to restrict the contribution which the psycoological 

science of reasoning makes to its corresponding art. For instance, Mill writes that "[while] 

it is necessary that the logician should analyse the mental processes with which logic is 

concerned[,] ... Logic has no interest in carrying the analysis beyond the point at which it 

becomes apparent whether the operations have in any individua I case been rightly or wrongly 

performed" (184311872, Intro. §7; 1973,13 ). Here, it would seem that the only contribution 

psychology makes to logic is to provide "the analysis of the mental process which takes place 

whenever we reason" (Mill 1843/1872, Intro §2; 1973, 4), while the art ofreasoning alone 

provides "the rules ... for conducting the [reasoning] process correctly" (ibid.). On this 

185 



PhD Thesis - David M. Godden Departmmt of Philosophy, McMaster University 

picture, not only is the extent of this analysis of mental processes limited to whatever is 

required for the purposes of the art of reasoning (184311872, Intro. §7; 1973, 13 ), but the 

science of reasoning does not contribute to the formulation of the rules of evidence which 

guide reasoning. As such, the prescriptive elements of logic appear to be completely 

independent of its psychologi:al aspects. 

Yet, this is not the only picture Mill offers of the contrirution of psycoology to logic. 

In other places, Min asserts that the dependency oflogic on psychology is far greater. For 

instance, Mill writes that 

[a] right understanding of the mental process itself, of the conditions it 

depends on, and the steps of which it consists, is the only basis on which a 

system of rules, fitted for the direction of the process, can possibly be 

founded. (1843, Intro. §2; 1973,4) 

Here, Mill may be read as claiming that psychology actually contributes to the normative 

project of logic by shaping the rules which direct the proper conduct of these mental 

processes. On this account, something about the psych010gical nature ofmental processes 

affects or shapes the rules which guide them. The reasoning informing such a view might look 

somet hing like this: since the rules of 10gic direct reasoning processes, the nature 0 f these 

processes actually shapes the precepts which direct them. On this interpretation of Mill's 

position, while the epistemic principles which justify 10gical rules might be independent of 

psycholo gy, the rules oflogic themselves are not independent and would be stated differently 
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were they directing other processes. So, the contribution of psychology to logic is not limited 

to an analysis of mental processes; rather, the rules for the direction of reasoning must 

somehow be founded on psychological mcts about processes involved in reasoning. 

In still other place s, Mill goes beyond the claim that the science of reasoning shapes 

the way in which logical rules trust be stated if they are to direct reasoning process es. At 

times, Millgoes so far as to say that "Its [the Science of Logic's] theoretic grounds are who lly 

borrowed from Psychology, and include as much of that science as is required to justify the 

rules of the art." (Mill 1865/1867, Chap. xx, 1979, 355). Here, Mill does not merely assert 

that psychological facts about the nature ofmental processes somehow inform the statement 

oflogical rules. Rather, Mill claims that psychology is involved in the justification of the rules 

oflogic, and provides their theoretic grounds. On this picture, the rules oflo gic are in no way 

independent from psychology which shapes not only how they are stated, but provides the 

theoretic grounds from which their justification is derived. 

While it may not be possible to provide a definitive interpretation of Mill as holding 

one of these views over the others, it is important to reco gnize the strains of psychologism 

which they share, and the epistemological and interpretive problems associated with each 

interpretation. 

§3.6 - Logical Precepts: Rules of Evidence or Rules for the Estimation of Evidence? 

According to Mill, the principles of logic are "rules ... for conducting the [reasoning] 

process correctly" (1843/1872, Intro §2; 1973, 4). Further, Mill takes reasoning to be a 
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(human) mental process, and he hJlds that the science which analyzes our mental processes 

is psychology. In accepting this picture, Mill holds that "Logic ... comprises the science of 

reasoning, as well as an art, founded on that science" (1843.1872, Intro §2; 1973, 4) and, 

since the science of reasoning is a branch of psychology, logi;; is somehow dependent on 

psycholo gy. No matter how strongly this dependence thesis ~ interpreted, it creates problems 

for the remainder of Min's position. Consider the various options associated with the 

interpretative positions discussed above (§3.5). 

In the fonowing sub-sections, I consider three accounts of the nature and foundation 

oflogicalprecepts which mark increasing levels of independence from psychology. On the 

first account, psychological facts are involved in the justification of the principles which 

distinguish good inferences from bad ones. On the second scenario, the standards which 

distinguish good inferences from bad ones are justified independently from psychology, but 

the application of these standards in the task of guiding our thought must reflect the factual 

details of how our thoughts actually proceed. That is, facts about the nature and operation 

of psychological processes are required in order to formulate the rules oflogic in such a way 

as to allow the mind to be guided by them. On the last account, the rules of logic are 

formulated completely independently of any psychological considerations. Not only are the 

rules oflo gic ju stifie d co mplet ely indep endently of any psycho logical co nsiderat ions, but the 

articulation of these rules need not reflect any facts concerning the nature or operation of 

thought and inference. 
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§3.6.1 - The Precepts of Logic are Justified by Psychology 

Suppose we interpret the dependence thesis as the strong claim that psychology 

provides the theoretic grounds involved in the justification of rules of logic. Since the 

functionoflogic is to prescribe certain progressions ofthoughts over others, and since every 

succession of mental states is determined by, and explained in terms of, psychological laws, 

the precepts of logic can only be a subset of psychological laws. Further, on this strong 

picture, the very principles involved in the selection of one sub-set of psychological laws over 

another (i.e., the justification of logical principles) is itself justified by psychological 

considerations. Such a view would clearly suffice to relegate logicians to the departmental 

offices of psychology. While it is certainly contestable that Mill held such a strong view, I 

claim that the weaker ones are no better. 

§3.6.2 - Logical Precepts are Rules for the Estimation of Evidence 

Suppose, instead, a weaker view on which the precepts of logic are justified 

independently of psychological considerations. Perhaps, when in the pursuit of truth, the 

operations of the understanding may be described and classified according to a set of 

principles and properties which are not ultimately psychologica~ and it is these properties 

which ultima tely jus tify the proper separation of reasoning processes into correct and incorrect 

instances. One might interpret Mill as moving in this direction when he claims that "Logic ... 

is the science of the operations of the understanding which are subservient to the estimation 

of evidence: both t he pro cess its elf of advancing fr om known tru ths to unknown, and all other 
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intellectual operations in so fur as [they are] auxiliary to this" (184311872, Intro. §7; 1973, 

12). Here, the principles of logic might be thought of as rules fur the estimation of evidence. 

This scenario differs from the first in the following respect. On this scenario logical 

principles are justified independently of psychological considerations. That is, there is a set 

of non-psychological principleswhich separates good reasoning from bad. On this option 10 gic 

exclusively studies those operations of the understanding involved in the estimation of 

evidence, and the precepts of logic are prescriptions fur these acts of estimation. That is, the 

precepts of logic are not rules of evidence, but are rules for the estimation - or recognition -

of evidence (i.e., the rules by which the mind correctly apprehends evidential relations). The 

difference between a rule of evidence and a rule fur the estimation of evidence is analogous 

to Frege's distinction between a law of truth and a law-of-taking-to-be-true. A rule of 

evidence prescribes when one proposition (or set of propositions ) is (suf:fic~nt) evidence for 

another; rules of evidence may be seen as describing evidential relations. By contrast, a rule 

for the estimation of evidence is something which the mind fo llows when it correctly 

apprehends an evidential relation; it does not describe evidential relations, but relations 

between those mental states where evidential relations are correctly apprehended. 

Importantly, such an interpretation may not be altogether foreign to Mill's overall 

position. In order that logic fulfil its function of guiding our thoughts in the pursuit of the 

truth, the precepts oflogic must somehow apply to our estimation of evidence. As such, 

those precepts must reflect at least some of the psychological features of thoughts - namely, 
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those by which the recognition of evidence occur. Yet, on such a view, it is not at all clear 

that the precepts for the estimation of evidence can be formulated independently of 

psychological considerations. 

The first problem facing Mill on this scenario echoe s the problem he faced on the first 

scenario: it reduces the precepts oflogic to a sub- set of psycho logical laws. Even if it is 

supposed that logical principles have a prescriptive character, so long as the purpose oflogic 

is to guide our thoughts, the merit of the normative character of logic is mitigated by our 

ability to think in accordance with logical precepts. That we ought to think in a certain way 

implies that we can think in that way. Yet, the ways in which we can think are exhaustively 

described by the laws ofpsychology. As such, in so far as Mill is committed to the 'ought 

implies can' premise, the only prescriptive function of logic can be to select some subset of 

patterns of thinking. 

So, even onthe supposition tha tt here is some set 0 fprinciples,justified independently 

o fpsycholo gy, which distinguish good inferences from bad ones, so long as our thought is to 

be guided by these principles, they must serve to indicate some law which the mind can 

follow. Yet, the only laws which the mind can fonow are given by the psychological Laws 

of the Mind. As such, the principles of logic must function as selection principles which 

distinguish certain progressions of thought - those which are involved in the correct 

apprehension of evidence - from those progressions of thought do not result in the correct 

apprehension of evidence. The prescriptivity oflogic on such a picture would be something 
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like this: to think correctly, fo llow thes e succe ssions 0 f thou ght r ather than those. Further, the 

'rules' which the mind actually follows in thinking according the precepts of logic are the 

Laws of the Mind (or some subset thereof). Whatever the mind does when it thinks correctly 

is described according to psychological hws. So, if logic is to direct the mind in thought, it 

must do so by means of those laws in accordance with which the mind actually thinks. It is 

for this reason that psychologcal fucts pertaining to the nature and operation of thought must 

inform the articulation of the precepts of logic. 

While the difference between correct and incorrect thinking may not be marked by 

categorical difrerences among the Laws ofthe Mind, the precepts oflogic must, nevertheless, 

be articulated in terms of these psycoological hws. On this pcture, pattens of correct 

thinking are a subset of the patterns of thinking, and these are exhaustively described by 

psyc holo gy. As such, while the selec tion principles wo uld be independent 0 f psycholog y, the 

preceptsoflogic would not be. Rather, because they are involved in guiding our thought s, and 

the direction 0 f our thoughts is so lely determined by psyc holo gica I laws, the pr ecept s oflo gic 

could only be a subset of those psychological laws. 

The second problem with this !£enario is interpretive. Mill does not claim that logic 

has a proprietary interest in the rules for the estimation of evidence. Instead, Mill proceeds 

to assign the same task to the psychobgist, chiming: "Psychologists win always have to 

inquire, what beliefs we have by direct consciousness, and according to what laws one belief 

produces another; what are the laws, in virtue of which one thing is reco gnized by the mind 
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either rightly or erroneously, as evidence of another thing" (1843, Vl.iv.3; 1974,856).5 The 

second problem with this option, then, is that Mill asserts that it is the task of psychology to 

determine the laws which the mind fullows in the apprehension of evidential relations. If the 

rules oflo gic have the character of rules by which the mind thinks correctly, then these rules 

cannot but be a subset of the laws by which the mind thinks, and it is the task of psychology 

to determine an of these laws. 

So, even if we grant Mill the claim that there is some set of non-psychological 

principles by which we separate those successions of thoughts by which we correctly 

apprehend evidentialrelations from those successions of thoughts by which we fail to do so, 

Mill is still committed to the view that logical rules are a sulrset of psychological laws. It 

would seem, then, that, on the assuIqJtion that logic is to provne rules fur the estimation of 

evidence, Mill is committed to a view whereby the rules of inference are a subset of the laws 

of association and that the precepts of logic are indeed a species of psychological laws. 

§3.6.3 - Logical Precepts are Rules of Evidence 

On the first two scenarios, the contribution of the science of reasoning to the art of 

reasoning results in the position that the rules for correct thinking are a subset of 

psychological laws. Yet, there may be some reason to suspect that Mill wanted to limit the 

contribution of the science of reasoning even further. For instance, Mill writes that the notion 

5 Here, Mill seems to relegate not only logic, but an of epistetmlogy in general to 
psychology. 
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of evidence is not explained in terms of something which produces a belief. Instead, Mill 

claims: 

By evidence it is not meant anything and everything which produces belief. 

There are many things which generate be lief besides evidence. A mere strong 

association of ideas 0 ften cau ses a belief so intense as to be unshakable by 

experience or argument. Evidence is not that which the mind does or must 

yield to, but that which it ought to yield to, namely, that, by yielding to which, 

its belief is kept confurmable to fact. (1843/1872, III.xxiI; 1973, 564) 

Perhaps Mill is here suggesting that the precepts of logic are not rules for the estimation of 

evidence - they are not a subset of laws in accordance with which beliefs are produced by 

prior mental phenomena - but are instead rules of evidence. 

Suppose, then, that there is some set of properties of thoughts which are non­

psycholo gical in nature, and that it is these non-psychological properties of thoughts which 

provide the theoretic grounds on which the rules oflogic are justified. (Perhaps these might 

be thought of as the semantic, logical, epistemic or evidentiary properties of thoughts.) 

Suppose further that logic has an exclusive and proprietary interest in these logical or 

epistemic properties of thoughts, and that the precepts of logic are articulated completely 

independently of any consideration of how thoughts actually proceed. 

On this scenario, when in the pursuit of truth the operations of the understanding may 

be described according to a set of laws (be they prescriptive or descriptive) which are 
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fundament ally different in kind from the psychological laws just given. Perhaps the disciplines 

oflogic and psychology can bedistinguishedby saying that psychology studies only the causal 

relatio ns that obtain between psychological states, while logic studies the evidentiary relations 

that obtain between those same states.6 Perhaps the rules of evidence guiding our estimation 

of evidence are categorically different from rrerely a~ociative laws, and perhaps it is the 

proprietary task ofthe logician to study just those rules. On this scenario, what is given up is 

the 'ought implies can' premise which states that the precepts oflogic must be formulated in 

such a way that they can guide our thoughts. Instead, the precept s of correct thinking are 

formulated independently of any considerations of how thought actually proceeds. 

While this scenario grants the highest degree of independence of the art ofreasoning 

from the science of reasoning, it raises two significant problems for Mill: the first is 

theoretical, and the second is interpretive. 

The theoretical probletm arising from this scenario become apparent when we 

consider the following questions: How are psychological entities the bearers of non-

psychological properties? How is it that psychological states and processes are the bearers 

oflogical and epistemic properties, in such a way that one of them necessarily follows from 

another, or in such a way that one of them is validly inferred from another? If beliefs are 

indeed psychological states then they are exclusively governed by psychological laws (which 

6 That is, on the naturalistic and psycho logistic supposition that relations of 
evidence can and do hold between natural, psychological states. 
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in Mill's case are Hume's law plus the laws of association). Ifwe want to claim that logical 

or epistemic relations also hold between these psychological states, and that these special 

relatio ns cann ot be ex plaine d in terms of the psychological properties of these psychological 

states, then Mill must explain how this special class of properties attaches to psychological 

states. Insofar as Mill is committed to the view that the subject matter oflogic is reasoning 

or inference, and that these are psychological processes involving psychological states, Mill 

faces this theoretical problem. 

The move to the claim that the logical and epistemic properties of thoughts may be 

specified independently of psychological considerations also gives rise to a second, 

interpretive, problem. In making this move, Mill must admit that the nature of belief and 

inference cannot be completely explained psychologically. Yet, Mill never makes this claim. 

Moreover, by hypothesis, the very properties of psychological states in which the art of 

reasoning takes a unique interest are those about which the science of reasoning can tell us 

nothing. Indeed, if it is only these special logical and epistemic properties and relations in 

which logi: has any interest, and these properties are explained completely independently of 

psycholo gy, then why does Mill think that the art of reasoning must be based on the science 

of reasoning at all? If this were Mill's view, then it would seem that the psychological science 

of reasoning could tell us nothing about the logical and epEtemi: properties of beliefs. Yet, 

Mill is unequivocal in hE claim that the art of reasoning is based on the science of reasoning, 

and is somehow dependent on it. Just what the nature of that dependency is, Mill is rather 
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sketchy on. But, the fact that he claim; there to be any dependency whatsoever indicates that 

Mill does not unequivocally feel that the foundations ofthe rules ofthe art of rea soning, and 

hence the Science of Logic, can be explained or justified independently o fpsychology. 

It would seem, then, that no matter how strongly we interpret the dependence claim­

that the art of reasoning is founded upon the science ofreasoning - Mill's position runs into 

trouble. Importantly, this dependence claim is a consequence of Mill's views regarding the 

subject matter and purpose of logic. According to Mill, the subject matter of logic is 

reasoning and inference, and the purpose oflogic is to guide our thoughts. So long as these 

two views are held, Mill seems committed to the claim that the precepts oflogic are somehow 

dependent on psychology. 

Mill felt compened to ground the logical rules of art in the science of psychology 

because he felt that prescriptive rules of logic, in serving to guide thoughts, must sOlrehow 

reflect the factual details of how those thoughts actually proceed. So, the moral at this point 

in the story is this: if one is to start with the commonplace that logic has a prescriptive 

function of supplying rules for the direction ofthe mind, and one wishes to avoid the perils 

ofpsychobgism, one must provide some account ofthe relationship between logical precepts 

and patterns 0 fthinking which properly insulates the fortrer from dependency upon the latter. 

Such an account must begin by providing an explanation of the subject matter oflogic, and 

a justiftcation of logical principles, which is independent from psyt:hological considerations. 
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§ 3.7 - Logic as the Science of Evidence and Proof 

What, then does Mill have to say about the justification oflogical precepts and the 

principles involved in the legitimation of inferences? In order to answer this question, we 

must first find some examples of those rules or precepts which Mill actually offers as 

principles of logic. 

Problematically, Mill never explicitly states any examples of the precepts of 

ratiocinative logic? He do es, though, claim that all valid instances of deductive inference can 

be represented in a synogistic furm (184311872, lI.ii!; 1973, 166), and further that ''[e]very 

valid ratiocination ... may be stated in the flfst figure [of the syllogism]" (1843/1872, lI.ii.1; 

1973, 168).8 As such, it would seem that the rules of ratiocinative inference, fur Mill, are 

given by specifying the valid forms of the syllogism. 

7 Mill does offer six. Canons ofInduction (184311972, III.viii 1-7). Since I am 
concerned in this inquiry with the fuundations of logic understood as the study of 
necessary consequence, the foundations of induction are not a matter of immediate 
interest. 

That said, Mill holds that induction is involved in every real inference, including 
ratiocinative inference. Problematically, Min draws no obvious or direct comection 
between these canons and the justification of ratiocinative inrerence. Instead, Mill provides 
a different set ofprinciples which he claims to provide the justificatory foundation of all 
ratiocinative inference, and it is these which I proceed to discuss below. 

8 Synogisms of the first figure have one of the fonowing fOflll5 (or 'moods '): 
(1) All B is C. All A is B. Therefore, all A is C. 
(2) All B is C. Some A is B. Therefore, some A is C. 
(3) No B is C. All A is B. Therefore, no A is C. 
(4) No B is C. Some A is B. Therefore, some A is not C. 
(Mill 184311872. n.ii.!; 1973,156) 
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§3.7.1 - The Relation Between Logic and Truth 

If we accept that the rules fur testing the suffICiency of evnence in ratiocinative 

reasoning are given by certain forms of the syllogism, we must next determine how Mill 

distinguishes good forms of the syllogism from bad. How is the legitimacy ofa form ofthe 

sylbgism explained? Mill exp lains t he leg itimac y of syllo gist ic inference by saying that "if the 

premises are true, the conclusion must inevitably be so" (1843/1872, II.iil; 1973, 166). On 

this account, a good syllogism is one which has a furm which necessarily preserves truth - or, 

in Min's terms, it 'conducts' truth from its premises to its conclusion 

According to Mill, then, good inferences have something in comm:m with good 

conceptions and good judgements: they are all connected to the truth. Mill writes, 

A concept, to be rightly framed, must be a concept of something real, and 

must agree with the real mct which it endeavours to represent, ... A 

judgemmt, to be rightly framed, must be a true judgement, that is, the objects 

judged of must really possess the attributes predicated of them. A reasoning, 

to be rightly fra~d, must conduct to a true conclusion. (186511867, Chap. 

xx; 1979,365) 

So Mill reaches the same point as Frege. Logic is inherently concerned with, and connected 

to the truth. As far as logic is concerned, Mill continues 

The most important ... and at bottom the only important quality ofa thought 

being its truth, the laws or precepts provided for the guidance ofthought must 
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surely have for their principal purpose that the products of thinking shall be 

true. (ibid.) 

Now, what properties of thought are related to the truth? What is the difference between true 

and false inferences? 9 According to Mill, "[m]aking false infereoces ... [consists] ofdrawing 

conclusions which are not grounded in the reality of things" (1843/1872, Intro. §5; 1973 10-

11). This is an absolutely crucial realization for Mill. The properties of thought which are of 

logical interest are those properties by which a thought is made true. Indeed, specifically, it 

is the property ( or properties) by which truth is 'conducted ' (we might now say "preserved") 

between thoughts in inference. 

Importantly, this is not a property that is internal to thoughts themselves. Rather, it 

is a relational property between a thOUght and the reality of things. The truth of a thought 

may not be de termined mere ly by 100 king a t it as a psychological or mental state. Instead, that 

aspect ofthe thought which represents (Le., which corresponds or fails to correspond with) 

reality must be compared with reality itself In the end, the precepts oflogic must ultimately 

be justified in accordance with their connection to the truth. 

9 I here fonow Min's rather idiosyncratic categorization of inferences as false (or 
true), as opposed to the more common categorization of inferences as (deductively) valid 
or invalid according to whether they are necessarily truth-preserving, where the invalid 
ones are usually classified as (ioouctively) strong or weak according to whether they are 
generally truth-preserving. It might be speculated that Mill intended to indicate those 
inferences that are capable of leading one justifiably to the truth with his otherwise 
incorrect categorization here. 
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§3.7.2 - Objects of Judgements as the Subject Matter of Logic 

Because ofthis, Mill distinguishes between the act and the object of a judgement. It 

is neither the act of the judgement, nor the mental state instantiating the judgement, nor any 

other psychological or phenomenological feature of the judgement that connects it 

representationally to the external world. Instead, it is the content of the judgement which 

accounts for its representational features, and which connects it to the external world. Yet, 

just as the truth of ajudgemmt is not a function of its act, neither is it exclusively a function 

of its content. Rather, the truth of a judgement is exp lained in tenns 0 fits 0 bject - in terms 

of whether or not the state-of-affairs represented by the content of a judgement actually 

obtains in the world. This state ofaffairs represented by the content of a judg ement may be 

called the object of that judgement. Hence, it is the objects of judgements which are of 

interest to logic. Thus Mill clairm, "Logic ... has no concern with the nature of the act of 

judging or believing; the consideration of that act, as a phenomenon of the mind, belongs to 

another science" (1843/1872, Lv.l; 1973, 87}.1t is in this way that logic is distinguished from 

that other science - psychology. Logic has a limited, hIt proprietary interest in the contents 

and objects of judgements. 

§3.7.3 - Mill's Rejection of Conceptualism 

Perhaps the most important facet of Mill's account of the nature of the object ofa 

judgement is his denial of con::eptualism. According to con::eptualism, the object of a 

judgement is mental, and "a proposition is the expression of a relation between two ideas" 
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(1843/1872, Lvi.1, 1973, 109). Mill rejects this view fur much the same reasons as did Frege, 

claiming frrst that it is unable to provide an adequate account of truth and second that it 

misrepresents the nature of communication. 

Mill's first argument against conceptualism claims that it cannot supply us with an 

accurate account of truth, or explanation of belief. According to the mentalist view, 

judgerrents(or propositions) "consist in affirming or denying one idea of another (1843/1872, 

Lv.1; 1973, 87), and "truth consists in contemplating and handling our ideas, or conceptions 

of things, instead of the things themselves" (184311872, I.v.l; 1973,89). This view, and the 

accompanying view that these relations amongst our ideas are of primary interest to the 

logician, Mill calls "one of the most fatal errors ever introduced into the philosophy of logic" 

(ibid.). Against this view, Mill argues that judgements do not consist in making assertions 

about our ideas of things, rather our judgements reach beyond our ideas to the things 

themselves, and involve making assertions about things in the external world. Thus, Mill 

writes, "propositions ... are not assertions respecting our ideas of things, but assertions 

respecting the things themselves" (184311872, I. v.1; 1973, 88). Similarly, the truth of a 

judgement is not established by our ideas themselves; rather the truth of a judgement is 

established when a corresponding fact or state-of-affairs obtains in the world. 

Not only does conceptualism misrepresent the nature and foundation oftruth (and so 

misconstrue the nature of belief). According to Mill, since conceptualist accounts provide 

erroneous accounts of the object of judgement , they provide a mistaken explanation of the 
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nature of communication. If, as maintained by conceptualism, the objects of linguistic 

expressions are given by ideas, then the purpose of communication must be the exchange of 

those ideas. But, Mill objects, this is mistaken. 

For names are not intended only to make the hearer conceive of what we 

conceive, but also to inform him of what we believe. Now, when I use a name 

for the purpose of expressing a belief, it is a belief concerning the thing itself, 

not concerning my idea of it. (1843/1872, I.ii.1; 1973,25-25; Cf 1843/1872, 

Lv.1; 1973,88) 

Communication does not merely involve the exchange of our ideas. Rather, the purpose of 

commmication includes mtking an interbcutor aware ofcertainstates-of-affuirs (or facts) in 

the world, as well as our attitudes and intentions with regard to those states-of-affairs. As 

such, communication and understanding involves not merely an exchange of ideas, but an 

exchange of ideas about the world. Indeed, communication is frequently part of an activity 

(or set of activities) which incudes direct action on the world among its other facets. So, as 

with truth, communication requires that the objects of our expressions be features'o of the 

world, and not our ideas. 

As with his view oftruth, Min's position regarding communication is reminiscent of 

Frege's. Both offer remarkably similar reasons for rejecting a mentalist account ofthe oQiects 

10 These reatures mty be actua~ or possible (or sotretimes even impossible), 
accurate or mistaken, past, present, or future. The point is that they must reach beyond 
the mental world of ideas to the world itself. 
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of judgement. And, these similarities indicate even more general resemblances. Both Frege 

and Mill accept the picture that judgement and inference are mental acts or operations, and 

logic is prescriptive with respect to these mental processes. Yet the foundation and subject 

matter of logic is not to be round in these acts (ahhough Mill is decidedly equivocal on this 

point); rather the subject matter of logic is inherently connected to the truth. The connection 

of a judgement with the truth is explained in tenus of the representational nature of the 

content ofa judgerrent and whether or not the object represented by that content obtains in 

the world. In this way, both distinguish the act from the object ofa thought, and they both 

do so in an attempt to secure the connection between judgement and inference on the one 

hand and reality and truth on the other. Finally, it is this connection which is seen to secure 

the foundation oflogic and truth. It is the object of judgement which uhimately explains its 

truth, and it is logic's connection with the truth which affords its prescriptive relationship to 

the acts in judgement and inference. As such, the foundation of logical precepts is considered 

as a function not ofthe acts ofinference so much as of the objects ofthese psychological acts. 

While Mill distinguishes between the object of a belief and the psychological belief 

state, he does not assert that they occur independently. Rather, like Frege, Mill admits that 

belief and inference are psychological states and processes. He writes: "in order to believe 

... [any] fact in extema1nature, another fact must take place in ... [the] mind, a process must 

be performed upon ... ideas." (1843/1872, Lv.1; 1973,88), and "in any ... judgement ... a 

process takes place in our minds" (1843/1872, Lv.1; 1973, 87). Yet, Mill claims that 
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"believing is an act which has for its subject [i.e., its object] the facts themselves, though a 

previous mental conception of the facts is an indispensable condition" (1843/1872, I.v.l; 

1973,88). 

§3.7.4 - Mill's Anti-Psychologism 

It is Mill's acceptance of the picturejustdescribed which brought authors such asG.P. 

Baker to attribute to Mill an anti-ps){:hobgistic v~w regarding the subject matter of logic 

(Baker 1988, 174). The subject matter of logic is not mental but material. In treating the 

objects of judgements, logic has the same subject matter as the (other) empirical sciences. 

Indeed for Mill, logic cannot be distinguished from the natural sciences (taken together) in 

terms of its subject matter. Nor, as we will see, can logic be distinguished from the natural 

sciences in terms of how its truths are justified. Rather, logic might be distinguished from the 

sciences in regards to the generality with which it treats of that subject matter. Taken by 

themselves, the objects of judgements are the subject matter of individual sciences. But, taken 

together, they are the subject matter oflogic. The justification ofbasic logical truths relies 

upon their correspondence with regularities governing all objects ofscience. Further, logic 

is only concerned with the objects of judgement insofar as they are involved in inference - that 

is, insofar as they establish, or are established by, the truth of other judgements. 

Importantly, Mill's claim thatthe subject matteroflogic is not the acts, but rather the 

objects of judge ment s flatly contradicts his earlier claims regarding the proper subject matter 

of logic. Mill has already claimed that logic studies mental processes - i.e., that the subject 
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matter oflogic is acts of judgements. Indeed, as has already been noted, Mill defines logic 

as "the science of the operations ofthe humm understanding in the pursuit oftruth" (op. cit.). 

Further, insofar as the truth of a judgement - explained in terms of the relationship between 

the content and object of that judgement - is independent ofpsychological considerations, 

Mill's claim that the Science of Logic must take into consideration psychological facts about 

thinking seems misplaced. Not only is the subject matter oflogic not psychological in nature, 

but the essential business oflogic is entirely independent ofpsychology. Mill's view of the 

subject matter oflogic, then, is decidedly fractured. On the one hand, Mill claims that the 

subject matter oflogic is a set of psychological states and processes. On the other hand, Mill 

clairm that the subject matter oflogic is a non-psychological set of properties and relat ions 

which accounts for the truth of judgements and the logical and evidentiary relations which 

they rear to one another. 

Having already considered the intellectual terrain on the one side of this fracture, it 

remains to consider the theoretical landscape on the other side. On this account, Mill rejects 

the view that the subject matter of logic is the operations ofour understanding, and that the 

precepts oflogc are laws which are dependent 0 n the nature of mental processes. Rather, Mill 

claims 

It [Logic] doesnot, as wenow see, relate to the Laws of Thought as Thought, 

but to those of the Products of Thought. Instead ofthe Laws of Conception, 

Judgement, and Reasoning, we must speak of the Laws of Concepts, 
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Judgements and Reasonings. (1865/1867, Chap. xx; 1979,361) 

Here, Mill is unequivocal in his claim that the precepts of logic do not pertain to acts of 

judgerrent, but to the products - what we have called the contents - of these acts. As such, 

the nature and character of logical precepts would seem to be independent of the mental 

processes which they serve to govern. Rather, the things which determine the nature and 

character of logic are the epistemic and semantic properties of these products of judgement. 

These, in tum, are a function of the objects of judgement. 

Let us see how this view afrects Mill's account of the foundation and justification of 

logical precepts. Having determined that Mill formulates the precepts of ratiocinative 

reasoning as the valid forms of the synogism, it remains to be seen whether there is some 

commm principle at work in all of these valid forms. That is, is there some principle which 

explains the legitimacy of all valid forms of the syllogism? 

§3.8 - Min on the Ultimate Justiftcatory Foundations of Valid Ratiocination 

§3.8.1 - The Dictum de Omni et Nullo: Mill's Rejection of Platonism 

Mill begins his search for the principle which underwrites the legitimacy 0 f syllog istic 

inrerence by considering the views of his pbibsopbical predecessors. In the two legitimate 

universal moods of the frrst ftgure of the syllogism, it may be noted that each of them begins 

with a universal, or major, premise which either affirms or denies something of an entire class 

of things. This is folbwed by a second, minor premise which affirms that some thing (or class 

ofthings) bebngs to that initial class (Mill 184311872,II.ii.2, 1973, 172-174). The sylbgism 
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concludes with a claim which (depending on whether the major premise is positive or 

negative) either a:IIlfms or denies the predicate involved in the major premise of the subject 

of the minor premire. From these observations, Mill notes: 

It [i.e., the above account] has accordingly been generalised and erected into 

a logical maxim, on which all ratiocination is said to be founded, insomuch 

that to reason, and to apply the maxim, are supposed to be one and the same 

thing. The maxim is, That whatever can be afflfffied (or denied) of a class, 

may be afflfffied (or denied) of everything included in the class. This axiom, 

supposed to be the basis 0 fsyllogistic theory, is termed by bgicians the dictum 

de omni et nullo. (1843/1872, ILii.2; 1973,174) 

On this view, there is a general principle which serves to legitimate all valid forms of the 

syllogism: the dictum de omni et nullo. Furthennore, the ultimate basis of this principle is 

metaphysical, since classes were conceived of as special kinds of abstract objects. As Mill 

writes, "Universals were regarded as peculiar kinds of substances having an objective 

existence distinct from the individual objects cla~ifted under them" (1843/1872, ILii2; 1973, 

174). On this picture, the principle that "everything predicable oft he universal was predicable 

of the various individuals under it, was then no identical proposition, oot a statement of what 

was conceived as a fundamental law of the universe" (ibid). Classes, or universals, are a 

special kind 0 f abstract object, and the dictum de omni et nullo describes a certain 

metaphysical truth about these abstract objects and the particulars which fall under them. 
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Mill rejects the dictum de omni et nullo as the foundation of the syllogism because it 

"appears suited to a system of rretaphysics once indeed generally received, but which for the 

last two centuries has been considered as fin any abmdoned" (1843/1872, II.ii2; 1973, 174). 

The problem with the dictum de omni et nullo is that it supposes that universals are a special 

kind of abstract object of which we may have knowledge, but which we never directly 

experience. Clearly such a view is not consistent with Mill's general empiricism. Thus Mill 

writes the following. 

Now, however, when it is known that a class, an universal, a genus or species, 

is not an entity per se, but neither more nor less than the individual substances 

themselves which are placed in the class, and that there is nothing real in the 

matter except those objects, a corrnnon narre given to them, and comrron 

attributes indicated by the name; what, I should be glad to know, do we learn 

by being told, that whatever can be affIrmed of a class may be affirrred of 

every object contained in the class? The class is nothing but the objects 

contained in it: and the dictum de omni merely amounts to the identical 

proposition, that whatever is true 0 f certain objects is true of each of those 

objects .... The dictum de omni is on a par with another truth ... "Whatever is, 

is." (1843/1872, II.ii.2; 1973, 175) 

So in rejecting the dictum de omni et nullo as the ultimate justifIcatory principle for 

ratiocinative inference, Mill rejects the view that our inferences are founded upon 
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metaphysical truths about the universe. Just as the subject matter oflogic is not our ideas, nor 

is it a class of abstract metaphysical entities of which we have no direct experience. 

§3.8.2 - Mill's Rejection of Conventionalism 

Before completely dismissing the dictum de omni et nullo as the oosic justificatory 

prin ciple at wo rk in all ratiocinative inference, Mill considers a second interpretation of it. On 

this second interpretation, the dictum does not have a metaphysical foundation. Rather, Mill 

writes, "[t]o give any real meaning to the dictum de omni, we must consider it not as an 

axiom, but as a definition; we must look upon it as intended to explain ... the meaning of the 

word class" (Mill 184311872, II.ii2; 1973, 175). 

Mill's consideration of such a position fureshadows later developments in the account 

ofthe nature and subject matter oflogic, for it is an account that would be later taken up by 

the logical positivists as an attempt to provide an account oflogical necessity consistent with 

the basic epistemolo gical principles of empiricism. Roughly, the account at issue explains the 

nature oflogical expressions as analytic truths, the foundations of which are definitional That 

is, the truths oflogic are based on, or consequences o( definitions, and as such the truths of 

logic are about the meanings of terms. Since the meanings o four terms are thought to be, in 

the end, arbitrary and fixed by convention, this position has come to be caned 

"conventionalism" . 

Mill's discussion of this position begins with his recognition of two basic categories 

of pro positions. One class describes matters offact, while the propositions of the second class 
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"do not relate to any matter of fact, in the proper sense ofthe term, at all, but to the meanings 

of names" (1843/1872, LviI; 1973, 109). The first of these classes Mill calls 'real' 

propositions, while the second Mill calls 'verbal'. One crucial difference between real and 

verbal propositions is that only real propositions convey information. According to Mill, a 

verbal proposition is uninformative and "conveys no information to anyone who previously 

understood the whole meaning of the terms [involved]" (184311872, Lvi.2; 1973, 113; see 

also 1843/1872, I.vi.4; 1973, 115). According to MilL propositions which are taken to 

express the essences of things are merely verbal propositions. Mill rejects the view that things 

have real essences (184311872, Lvi.2; 1973, 111). Instead, the meaning of the expression "the 

essence of man" is given by ''the whole of the attributes connoted by the word man; and any 

one oftOOse attributes taken singly is an essential property of man" (ibid.). It is because the 

content of a verbal proposition is already contained in the connotation of the name(s) used in 

the expression that verbal propositions are incapable of conveying any new information. 

Because only real propositions convey information, they are the only propositions capable of 

adding to our knowledge (1843/1972, Lvi4; 1973, 116). Moreover, Mill writes, "Every 

proposition which conveys real information asserts a matter offact, dependent on the laws of 

nature, and not on classification" (184311872, II.ii.3; 1973, 177). That is, the justification of 

everyreal proposition must be founded on experience; its truth-value is dependent on matters 

offact, and as such the proposition itself is contingent. By now, Mill's distinction between 

real and verbal propositions should be recognizable as a version of the more familiar 
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distinction between synthetic and analytic propositions ( or statements). 

Accompanying the distinction between real and trerely verbal propositions is a 

distinction between real and apparent inference. An apparent inference "occurs when the 

proposition ostensibly inferred from another appears on anal)Sis to be merely a repetition of 

the same, or part of the same, assertion, which was contained in the first" (184311872, II,i,2; 

1973, 158). In each ofthe examples given by Mil~ the conclusion of the apparent inference 

follows directly from just one claim and is obtained by a mere repetition of all or part of the 

claim from which it is derived. Sometitres the apparent inference is grounded on a relation 

of equivalence, exclusion, or inclusion expressed by the initial claim. At other times, the 

'conclusion' of the apparent inference is derived 'only appealing to amther mJde ofwording 

[the initial claim], " (1843/1872, II.i2; 1973, 158). 

Given that this is the sort of thing Mill has in mind when identifYing apparent 

inferences, it would seem that there is another way of producing them. The characteristic 

feature of apparent inferences Mill describes as fOllows: 

In all these cases there is not really any inference [mentioned above]; there is 

in the conclusion no new truth, nothing but what was already asserted in the 

premises, and obvious to whoever apprehends them. The fact asserted in the 

conclusion is either the very satre fact, or part of the fact, asserted in the 

original proposition. (1843/1872, II.i.2; 1973, 160) 

Now, consider inferences of the sort where any derived claim in the inference folbws 
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necessarily from some cbim taken from an initial list of premises (which Imy be real 

propositions) and a set of merely verbal truths about the meanings of the terms used in the 

initial list. Given that verbal truths merely express the meanings ofterms, and convey no new 

information, it would not be possible for any claim so derived to assert any new claim not 

already asserted by the premises in the initial list. As a resuh, the fact asserted in the 

conclusion of suchan inference would be either the very same fact or part ofthe fact asserted 

in the initial list of premises. We might call such inferences 'complex apparent inferences', 

since they involve more than one premise. 

The conventionalist account oflogic which Mill rejects is based on the claim that the 

propositions of logic are merely verbal truths. Yet, this view has the consequence that all of 

the inference s licenced by logic are only apparent inferences or complex apparent inferences. 

Suppose the conventionalist view that the truths of logic are merely verbal truths. On such 

a picture, inferences in logic are made by combining some logical truth with some initial 

premise to derive a new claim. The inferences made are licenced by the nature ofmerely 

verbal truths, which, being about the meanings of the terms in the initial list, are true by 

defmition, independently of any matter offact. Yet, the conclusions of such inferences do not 

contain any information other than that already asserted by (or contained in) the initial list of 

premises. So, if the truths of logic were merely verba~ then only apparent inferences would 

be available in logic. 

Yet, this result is unacceptable to Mill. Like Descartes, Mill held that the 
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epistemological function oflog£ was to provide for a system that is actually capable of 

advancing knowledge. Logic, for Mill, is oot merely a 'Logic of Consistency', but is instead 

the 'Logic of Truth' (op. cit.), and the Logic of Truth must involve the rules governing real 

inferences capable of establishing infurmative conclusions - ie., of advancing knowledge. 

Yet, Mill is contemptuous of the view that apparent inference is capable 0 f fulfilling such a 

function. For example, Mill ridicules the view tha t arithmetic and algebraic reasoning consist 

of merely apparent inferences. 

The doctrine that we can discover facts, detect the hidden processes of nature, 

by an artful manipulation of language, is so contrary to common sense, that a 

person must have made some advances in philosophy to believe it. (Mill 1843, 

II,vi.2; 1973,254) 

Instead, Mill holds that we do discover facts by arithmetical and alge braic reasoning, and as 

such it cannot consist in apparent inferences. Similarly, logic for Mill has a completely 

epistemological function, and apparent inferences -whether drawn from real or merely verbal 

truths - cannot even approach this job. 

These same reasons inform Mills rejection of the dictum de omni et nullo as a 

definition which serves as tre justification of all ratiocinative inference. Since Mill holds that 

logic properly involves real, and not merely apparent, inference, Mill rejects the view that the 

principles grounding the legitimacy of inference can be founded in merely verbal propositions. 

Rather, Mill writes that "[ e ] very proposition which conveys real infurmation asserts a matter 
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offact, dependent on the laws of nature, and not on classification" (1843/1872, II.ii.3; 1873, 

177). As such, ifthe dictum is interpreted not as a metaphysical truth, but as a definition of 

the word "class", it cannot support or justifY the real inferences which occur even in 

ratiocinatio n. "Since such is the purport of all propositions which convey any real kmw ledge, 

and since ratiocination is a mode of acquiring real knowledge, any theo!)' of ratiocination 

which does not recognize this import of propositions, cannot ... be the true one" (Mill 

184311872, II.ii3; 1973, 177). 

§3.8.3 - Transitivity of Co-existence: The Empirical Foundations of Logic 

Having rejected conventionalism and Platonism as the ultimate legititmting grounds 

for mtiocinative inference, Mill proceeds to rormulate his own principle which provides the 

ultimate justificatory foundat ions of all syllogistic reasoning. In arriving at this principle, Mill 

considers several instances of syllogistic reasoning. Having done so, he claims the following. 

If we generalize this process [of analysing examples of the syllogism], and 

look out for the principle or law involved in every such inference, and 

presupposed in every syllogism, the propositions of which are anything more 

than merely verbal; we find, not the unmeaning dictum de omni et nullo, but 

a fuIXlamental principle, or mther two principles, strikingly resembling the 

axioms of mathematics. The fll'st, which is the principle of affmnative 

syllogism, is, that things which co-exist with the same thing, co-exist with one 

another: or (still more precisely) a thing which co-exists with another thing, 
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which other co-exists with a third thing, also co-exists with that third thing. 

The second is the principle of negative synogisms, and is to this effect: that a 

thing which co-exists with another thing, with which other a third thing does 

not co-exist, is not co-existent with that third thing. These axioms manifestly 

relate to facts, and not to conventions; and one or other of them is the ground 

of the legitimacy of every [deductively valid] argument in which facts and not 

conventions are the matter treated of. (184311872, IUi.3; 1973, 178) 

Roughly, then, Mill fmds that there are two fundamental principles which provide the grounds 

for the legitimacy of every ratiocinative inference. These principles appear to be an 

affnmative and a negative fOrmulation of the principle of the transitivity of co-existence.11 

II Indeed, Mill claims that real general propositions like these axioms may be 
interpreted in two ways (184311872, I.vi.5; 1973, 116-117). He writes that all real general 
propositions may be looked at either "as portions of speculative truth, or as memoranda 
for practical use" (ibid.). 

When viewed as "a portion of our theoretical knowledge" the proposition makes a 
statement about whether certain attributes are accompanied by other attributes in things 
which are signified by a given term (1843/1872, I.vi5; 1973, 117). This interpretation 
"points the attention more directly to what a proposition means" (ibid.). By contrast, 
"[t]he practical use of a proposition is, to appraise us or remind us what we have to 
expect, in any individual case which comes within the assertion contained in the 
proposition. In reference to this purpose, the proposition, All men are mortal, means that 
the attributes of man are evidence of, or are a mark of, mortality; an indication by which 
the presence of that attribute is made manifest" (ibid.). For Min '1 t ]hese two fOrms of 
expression are at bottom equivalent"(ibid.). 

In this respect, Mill claims that "every syllogism comes within the following 
general formula: Attribute A is a mark ofattribute B; The given object has the mark A, 
therefore The given oQiect has the attribute B." (184311872, II.ii4; 1973, 180). 

Accordingly, Mill claims that the two axioms previously mentioned may be 
rephrased as follows: 

216 



PhD Thesis - David M. Godden Departmmt of Philosophy; McMaster University 

These principles Mill calls "the fundamental axioms on which its [the syllogism's] 

probative force or conclusiveness depends" (1843/1972, II.iii.l; 1973, 183). Importantly, 

then, these principles actually serve to justify or legitimate ratiocinative inference, and not 

merely to describe a pattern in accordarx:e with which we reason whenever we reason 

correctly. Further, Mill's claim that "[t]hese axioms manifestly relate to facts, and not to 

conventions" (op. cit.) reiterates his rejection of the idea that the principles of loge are 

grounded in linguistic convention. 

§3.8.4 - Mill on the Empirical Foundations of Syllogistic Inference 

Having identified the ultimate justificato ry principle involved in ratiocinative inferenc e, 

the foundation of this principle itself remains to be determined. Surprisingly, though, Mill 

never explicitly addresses the question of the ultimate justificatory foundations of the 

transitivity of co-existence. At first gloss, this might seem a remarkable oversight in view of 

Mill's claims that this principle provides the grounds for the legitimacy of every ratiocinative 

inference, and that it is the axiom on which the probative force of the syllogism depends. 

Mill does, though, ask this question of the axioms of geometry, and his answer, I 

believe, applies just as much for the 'axioms' of ratiocinative reasoning as it does for those 

(i) "Whatever has any mark, has that which it is a mark of' (184311872, II.ii.4; 1973, 
181) 

(ii) "Whatever is a mark of any mark, is a mark of that which this last is a mark of' 
(ibid.). 

Here &yllOgEffiS are not divided according to whether the major premise is affirmative or 
negative, but rather according to whether the minor premise is universal or not. 
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of geometric reasoning. In regards to geometry, Mill writes: "It remains to inquire, what is 

the ground for relief in axiom; - what is the evidence on which they rest? I answer, they are 

experimental truths; generalisations from observation" (1843, Il.v.4; 1973, 231). For Mill 

geometric axioms have the status ofreal general propositions, and Mill's explanation of the 

justification of all real general propositions - indeed all real propositions whatsoever - is the 

same: experience. 

So the reason that Mill did not feel obliged to provide a specific account of the 

foundations of the principle of transitivity of co-existence was because it does not have any 

special status. Rather, its character is that of a real general proposition, and, as such, it is 

justified in just the same way as every other real general proposition. In this respect, the 

principle which provides the ultimate justificatory grounds for an ratiocinative inference has 

exactly the same status - and is justified in precisely the same way - as any of the major 

premises used in those inferences. 

When discussing the justification ofthe rnajorprernise in a syllogism, Mill writes the 

following: 

[W]hencedo we derive our knowledge of that general truth? Of course, from 

observation. Now, all which man can observe are individual cases. From 

these all general truths must be drawn, and into these they may again be 

resolved; for a general truth is but an aggregate of particular truths; a 

comprehensive expression, by which an indefmite numrer of individual facts 
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are affnmed or denied at once. (184311872, II.iii.3; 1973, 186) 

Not only does Mill give us no reason to think that there is sorre unique but unstated 

justification for the priociple oftransitivityof co-existence, but Mill's empiricist epistemology 

leaves him no other possibilities for its substantiation. 

Mill's empiricism commits him to the priociple that "[a]ll experience begins with 

individual cases, and proceeds from them to generals" (1843/1872, II.i3; 1973, 163). 

Because of this, so long as general principles are to be real (or substantive) and not merely 

verbal, there is no possible way in which they may be justified except by experience. As such, 

the status of all real general propositions is the same. In a real general proposition, "[t ]he 

results of many observations and inferences, and instructions for making innumerable 

inferences in unforeseen cases, are compressed into one short sentence" (184311872, II.iii.3; 

1973, 187). But, the justification of that sentence can only be traced back to the particular 

cases, known by experience, on the basis of which the general proposition was initially 

inferred. 

In summary, the general picture Mill gives regarding the uhimate justifx::atory 

foundations of logic is this: 

And so, in all cases, the general propositions, whether called definitions, 

axioms or laws of nature, which we lay down at the beginning of our 

reasonings, are merely abridged statements, in a kind of shorthand, of the 

particular facts, which, as occasion arises, we either think we may proceed on 
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as proved, or intend to assume. (184311872, II.iii3; 1973, 192) 

§3.8.5 - Non-Contradiction and Excluded Middle: Mill's Return to Psychologism 

Nor is the principle ofthe transitivity of co-existence the only bgical principle which 

Mill claims is justified by observation. Mill claims that the basic logical principle of non­

contradiction also hasthe status ofan universal generalisationjustified by experience. Indeed, 

in holding that the principle 0 f non-co ntradiction is an empirical gener alisation 0 ver all our 

experiences, Mill reverts to a psychologistic position by including psychological experiences 

within the scope of the universal generalisation. Thus, Min describes the foundation of the 

principle of non-contradiction as follows. 

I consider it to be, like other axioms, one of the f1fst and most familiar 

generalizations from experience. The original fuundation of it I take to be, 

that Belief and Disbelief are two different mental states, excluding one 

another. (1843/1872, II.vii.5; 1973,277) 

That is the mental states of belief and disbelief are included in the universal generalisation 

expressed by the principle of non-contradiction. According to Mill, the universal 

generalization expressed by the principle of non-contradiction is justified not only by the 

inward observation of an exclusionary relationship obtaining between the mental states of 

belief and disbelief, but also by the outward 0 bservations of the exclusionary relationship 

which characterizes any "positive phenomenon" when contrasted with its negative (ibid.). 

Importantly, not only are mental states included in this generalisation, they are its "original 
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foundation." As such, while the subject matter oflogic is not entirely psychological in nature, 

it is partly (and essentially so), and logic is dependent on psychology. In mct, the very 

foundations oflogical truths cannot be explained independently ofpsychology. 

Mill offers a similar account of the foundations of the principle of the excluded 

middleY Here, Mill approvingly quotes a passage from Herbert Spencer's paper "Mill 

versus Hamihon: the Test of Truth" which appeared in the Fortnightly Review on 15 July, 

1865.13 

The law of the Excluded Middle, then, is simply a generalization of the 

universal experience that some trental states are destructive of other states. 

It formulates a certain absolutely constant law, that the appearance of any 

positive mode ofconsciousness cannot occur without excluding a correlative 

negative mode; and that the negative IlYlde cannot occur without excluding 

the correlative po sitive mode .... Hence it follows that if consciousness is not 

in one of the two modes [then] it must be in the other. (184311872, II.vii.5; 

1973,278-279) 

Here again, it seetrn that the justification of the principle of the excluded middle essentially 

12 hnportantly, Mill claims that an unqualified statement of the excluded middle is 
false, writing that "[b]etween the true and the false there is a third possibility, the 
Unmeaning" (184311872, II.vii5; 1973, 278). 

13 It is likely that Mill added this passage either to the 7th edition 0 fA System of 
Logic (which appeared in 1868) or to the 8th and final edition (which appeared in 1872). 
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involves the consideration of certain psychological facts, and this abne is sufficient to make 

logic dependent on psychology. 

§3.9 - Consequences of Mill's Position 

§3.9.1 - Empirical Foundations and the Status of Logic 

Mill is aware that his account cannot establish the necessity oflogical axioms, nor does 

it entitle us to be certain of them. (As Hume claims, there is no contradiction involved in 

supposing any matter of fact to be otherwise.) Yet, even concerning such a basic logical 

principle as the principle of non-contradiction, Mill writes that he "cannot look upon [it] ... 

as a merely verbal proposition" (II.vii5; 1973,277). Rather, Mill claims that it is "one of our 

first and most familiar generalisations from experience" (ibid.). Further, Mill maintains that 

his empirical account is sufficient to explain the varying degrees of certitude with which we 

treat different empirical generalizations. Surely, for example, we sho uld be more certain of the 

principle of no n-c ont rad ict ion than of the generalisation that all fish swim. According to Mill, 

the truths of logic generalise over all ofour experiences; so each of our experiences provides 

additional evidence oftheir truth. As such truths of logi; are confirmed to a higher degree 

than other truths which generalise over a more limited domain or su bject matter, and this is 

what justifies the increased certainty we find in them (Mill 1843, II.v.4; 1973,231-232). 

§3.9.2 - Millon the Nature of Inference 

The second important consequence of Mill's view that the truthsoflogic are empiri;a1 

generalisations concerns the nature ofinference. We have seen already that Logic is involved 
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in the advance~nt of knowledge for Mill, and that the subject matter of Logic is the 

particular objects of sensory experience. As an empiricist, Mill held that the epistemological 

origins, and ultimate justification of all of 0 ur know ledge is experiential. And, "an experience 

begins with imividual cases, am proceeds from them to generals" (1843, II.i3; 1973, 163). 

This epistemological position informs Mill's account of the nature of inference. 

According to Mill, since all experience begins with individual cases, "All inference is 

from particulars to particulars"(1843, II.iii.4; 1973, 193). It may appear that some inferences 

- the deductive ones - reason from the general to the particular. But for Mill, what is really 

at issue in such cases is the support or justification of the general proposition - the tmjor 

premise - at work in such inferences. On Mill's account, 

General propositions are ~relyregisters of such inferences already made, ... 

the real logical antecedent or premise being the particular facts from which the 

general proposition was collected by induction. (ibid.) 

As such all ratiocinative inference is ultimately inductive in character. Moreover, because of 

this Mill holds that syllogistic forms do not accurately represent the actual evidentiary 

structure of reasoning. On this point, Mill writes: 

In the above observations it has, I think, been shown, that, though there is 

always a process of reasoning or inference where a syllogism is used, the 

syllogism is not a correct analysis of that process of reasoning or inference; 

which is, on the contrary (when not a mere inrerence from testimmy) an 
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inference from particulars to particulars; authorised by a previous inference 

from particulars to generals, and substantially the same with it; ofthe nature, 

therefore, ofInduction. (184311872, II.iii5; 1973, 196) 

Despite the sacrifx:e of necessity and a prioricity that his account demands, Mill is 

quite content with his picture. Not only is it consistent with his empiricist principles, but it 

provides that the character of all deductive inference is real as opposed to apparent, and as 

such promises a genuire advancement of knowledge. 

§3.10 - Conclusion 

So far, we have considered three accounts ofthe su~ect matter oflogic. Metaphysical 

Psychologism claims that the subject matter of logic is psychological in nature, and as such 

that logic is dependent on psychology. Typicany, such accounts hold that the subject matter 

of logic is inference, and inference is in turn interpreted as a psychological act. 

Pro blematically, such accounts typically result in the relativisation oflogic (and hence parts 

of epistemology) to a particular group 0 f cognitive agents. Logic loses its necessity, and its 

objectivity, and is reduced to a subset of ps)Chologicallaws. 

In response to these problems, Frege distinguished between the act and the content 

of a judgemmt, claiming that it was the contents of judgements which are the proper subject 

matter oflogic. The content of a judgement, according to Frege, is a Th:)Ught. Thoughts are 

abstract, insensible but 0 bjective entities residing in Fre ge' sPlat onic heaven: the 'third realm' . 

The nature of Thoughts is established by their two semantic functions: (i) Thoughts are the 
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senses of declarative sentences, and (ii) they are the bearers of truth. While overcoming the 

central problems of psychologism, Frege's Platonism raised new problems of its own. Most 

importantly among these is Frege's failure to explain how it is that we come to understand 

these Thoughts. Frege's account of meaning deprives us of any viable theory of 

understanding. A second problem is that, in holding that the connection between a Thought 

and its linguistic expression is psychological, Frege's account cannot maintain that the 

explanation of the meaning 0 f a linguistic expression can be given independently of 

psychology. That is, while avoiding Referential Psychologism, and Psychologism of Sense, 

Frege's position mils to avoid Semantic PsychologEm ahogether. 

The problems associated with PlatonEm prompted us to tum from the abstract to the 

everyday. Here, we took not e of that portion of Mill's position whereby the subject matter 

oflogic is to be found among the objects of sensory experience. We have seen that Mill's 

position concerning the subject matter oflogic is decidedly fractured. On the one hand, Mill 

held that the subject matter of logic is psychological processes - the operations of the 

understanding. Further, logic is ultimately prescriptive with respect to these processes; the 

purpose oflogic is the guidance of one's thoughts. Because of this Mill felt that the nature and 

character of logic is somehow determined by contingent facts about thought processes. 

Indeed, on some interpretations, Min seems committed to the view that the precepts 0 flogic 

amount to no more than a subset of the laws of association, and such an account is overtly 

psychologistic. 
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Yet, on the other hand, when Mill considered in what way logic is meant to be 

prescriptive over thought, he was moved to recognize tha t 10 gic is inherently connected with 

truth. Moreover, the truth of a judgement is a function of its object, not the act itself. As 

such, the subject matter of logic is the objects of the inferential acts - not the acts themselves. 

The problem now was, how to explain the nature of these objects of inference. Forsaking 

conceptualist, conventionalist and Platonist accounts, and prompted by his empiricist 

upbringing, Mill provided a physicalist accotmt of the subject matter oflogic. The effects of 

Mill's empiricism on the nature and foundation oflogic are considerable. Logic can no longer 

be thought of as an a priori science, whose truths are universal and necessary. Rather, the 

basic principles of logic have the status of empirical generalisations which, while highly 

confirmed by experience, are nevertheless contingent. Further, the deductive character of 

ratiocinative inference is illusory. Instead, all inference is inductive in character, and begins 

with our knowledge of the particulars experienced in sensation. 

While acknowledging the limitations of such an account, Mill was quite content to live 

within the limited means afforded by empiricism For Mill, the principles oflo gic ultimately 

have the same foundations and status as the propositions of science such as laws ofnature and 

empirical generalizations over natural kinds. 

Further, Mill maintains that his empirical account is sufficient to explain the varying 

degrees of certitude with which we treat different empirical generalizations. Surely, for 

example, we should be more certain of the principle of non-contradiction than of the 
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generalisation that all fish swim. According to Mill, the truths of logic generalise over all of 

our experiences; so each of our experiences provides additional evidence oftheir truth. As 

such truths oflogic are confirmed to a higher degree than other truths which generalise over 

a more limited domain or subject matter, and this is what justiftes the increased certainty we 

ftndin them (Mill 1843, II.v.4; 1973, 231-232}. Wecan be Irore certain oflogicalprinciples 

than of other empirical generalizations because every experience contributes to the 

confinmtionofa logical principle while only some experiences contribute to the confirmation 

of empirical generalizations such as "an fIsh swim". 14 While the truths oflogic may be more 

general than the truths of science, our know ledge of them comes from experience as does 

their ultimate justiftcation. 

Mill was content with this acco unt in spite of its obvious limitations because he did not 

see any other possible justiftcatoryfoundation available within the confines ofempiricism. For 

Mill, there are only two possible options for the foundations oflogic iflogic is to have the role 

of advancing knowledge. The frrst is trental and the second is sensory (or experiential). 

While he was tom between the two options, the consequences of each are similar in ten~ of 

their effects on the foundations and necessity oflogic. Indeed, the deleterious effect of 

Mill's empiricism on the nature and foundations of logic seem; to be no less than that of 

psycho log ism. Logic becomes dependent on a set of contingent mcts, our know ledge of 

14 Mill did not consider Hempel's 'paradox of confirmation' that flying squirrels 
contribute to the conftrmation of the claim that all ftsh swim (Hempel, [1945] 1965, 14-
20; Quine 1969, 114-116). 
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which only ames a posteriori. In the next chapter, we turn to a consideratim ofthe position 

which Mill passed over: the v£w that the expressions oflogic are analytic in nature. 
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Chapter 4 

Quine: From Analyticity to Naturalistic Holism 

§4.1 - Introduction: Analyticity and Necessity 

So far we have considered several semantic alternatives to a straightforwardly 

psychlogistic account of logic. The psychologistic claim that philosophy (logic, fur our 

purposes) is dependent on psychology is commmly grounded in the claim that the subject 

matter of logic is inference, which is construed as psychological in nature. Equivalently 

psychologism may be founded on the claim that the referents of the logical lexicon are 

psychological entities. Another way to establish the philosophical relevance of psychology 

is to claim that the meaning of logical principles l cannot be explained independently of 

psycholo gy. 

1 In this chapter I introduce the phrases "logical principles" and "principles of 
logic". By these phrases I mean the model-theoretic and proof-theoretic primitives of 
formal logical systems. Examples would include: 
(i) valuation rules, 
(ii) axioms or axiom schemes (a typical example of which is an tautologies), 
(iii) derivation rules, 
(iv) Gent zen' s axiom a I-- a, and 
(v) Gentzen's basic structural rules of weakening, permutation, contraction and 

transitivity, as wen as 
(vi) basic Jaws of logic such as non-contradiction ( ~ (a & ~a), where' a' is a meta-

language variable replaceable by any well-formed formulas of the language). 
I apply this term to thinkers such as Frege, and groups ofthinkers such as the logical 
positivists. Of course these thinkers would not have had in mind each of these groups of 
expressions. Instead, the reader should reco gnize that I mean to indicate those 
expressions of this sort which properly pertain to the author(s) in question 
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Having observed the epistelIDlogical problems which result frompsychologism, Frege 

sought to avoid it entirely by explaining the meaning of logical prirx:iples as Thoughts. 

Thoughts are insensible abstract entities which reside in Frege's Platonic heaven - the 'third 

realm'. Yet such a Platonist account presents numerous metaphysical and epistemological 

problems of its own (see my §2.5). On the other hand, while a straightforwardly empirical 

account of the meaning of logical and arithmetical principles might have the epistemological 

resources to explain our acquisition ofthem, these resources cannot sufficiently account for 

the a prioricity or necessity which furm an integral part of our use of these expressions. For 

instance, with regard to necessity, a straightfurward empiricism such as Mill's could only 

invest our logical principles with the status of empirical generalizations whose truth was 

dependent on, and just ified by, empirical observation. 

In response to the problems associated with each of these positions, it was claimed 

that the status of the principles oflo gic could be explained by the idea that they are analytic 

truths. While the truth of synthetic statements depends on the way the world is, and must 

therefore be justified (at least partly) by empirical observation, the truth of analytic 

propositions is portrayed as a function solely of the meanings of the terms - or of the 

conceptual relations - expressed in the statement. Since analytic truths so conceived are 

independent of contingent matters of fact (including psychological matters of fact), the hope 

was that analyticity could provide a foundation fur logic that would support its a prioricity 

and necessity while at the same time remaining consistent with the basic epistemological 
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attitudes of empiricism. 

The explanation of logical principles as analytic truths reached its maturity in the 

accounts offered within the logical positivism moverrent. Yet the concept of analyticity is not 

originalto the positivists, and similar pictures may be found in many historical accounts. (We 

have already noted, for example, that Mill considered and rejected the account of the truths 

of logic as merely verbal truths.) Still it was the positivists' adoption of the position that 

logical principles are analytic truths which prompted what is perhaps the single most relentless 

and renowned critique of the position - and the vel)' distinction itself - in the history of 

Western thought: that offered by Willard Van Orman Quine (1908-2000). 

The first part of this chapter (§§ 4.2 - 4.3.2) is devoted to a discussion of the 

analytic/synthetic distinction, and an examination ofthe positivist view of the nature oflogic. 

In considering positivistic versions of the claim that logical principles are analytic truths, it is 

important to recognize that there is no one, homogenous 'positivist account' of logic. 

Instead oftrying to represent the views ofalllogical positivists, I try to capture the positivistic 

view to which Quine reacted, and the theoretical considerations which infOrmed and shaped 

this view. 

This sets the scene for the second part ofthe chapter (§§ 4.4 - 4.7.2.1), which sets out 

Quine's objections to the positivistic view, and his adopted alternative of semantic holism. 

By considering Quine's model of theoretical revision within semantic holism, I identify the 

status and foundation holism provides to the principles oflogic and trace the development 

231 



PhD Thesis - David M. Godden Departmmt of Philosophy, McMaster University 

from semantic holism to epistemological naturalism. In showing this connection, I consider 

the question of whether, and in what respects, Quine's holism and naturalism are properly 

described as psychobgistic. Then I move to consider the epistemological consequences of 

Quine'S view. 

This leads to the fmal part of the chapter (§§ 4.8 - 4.10) which demonstrates some of 

the failures inherent within Quine's holism am his naturalism While reco gnizing so me ofthe 

insights which correctly inform Quine's objections to the po sitivistic conception 0 fanalyticity, 

I argue that some ofthe central tenets of Quine's holism cannot be held consistently. Further, 

I argue that Quine's holism fails to adequately account for the foumation or the function of 

logical principles. Because of this, Quine's naturalism misconstrues the contribution 10 gic 

makes to such epistemically central concepts as evidence andjustifx::ation. In marking these 

failures of Quine's semantics and epistemology, I proceed in chapter 5 to propose an approach 

to the semantics of bgical principles which properly accounts for their foundation and their 

function. 

§4.2 - Empiricism and the Necessity of Lo gic 

As we observed at the beginning of this chapter, the principal flaw in a 

str aight forwardly empirical account ofthe subject matter and foundation 0 flogic is that it fails 

to account for the independence ofthe truths oflogic from the contingencies of the (sensible) 

world. As aresult, straightfurwardlyempiricalaccounts ofthe semantics oflogicalprinciples 

could not account for their necessity, since the necessity of a logical principle requires that its 
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truth be explained independently from any particular set of facts (or states of affairs) which 

mayor may not obtain in the world. Moreover, if the truths oflogic are independent of 

matters of fact, then any knowledge we have of them ought to be a priori. At least, our 

justification of these truths ought not to rely on experiential knowledge, and our acquisition 

of the knowledge of these truths ought not to rely on, or require any particular experience or 

knowledge of the way the world is. 

It was the idea that the truths of logic should be necessary which motivated the 

positivistic reaction to straightforwardly empirical accounts of logic. According to empirical 

accounts such as J .S. Mill's, the truths of logic are high-order empirical generalisations 

known by experience. Yet as Mill admits, having never experienced all of the relevant 

particular instances which would establish the truth of the generalization, we can never be 

certain of any ofthe truths o flog ic. Instead, it is perfectly conceivable, though perhaps rather 

unlikely, that the truths oflogic might all change tomorrow having been falsified by some 

experience. Moreover, as Hahn writes, if Mill is right that the truths oflogic are high-order 

generalisations, they cannot be necessary, for "[w]hatever I know by observation could be 

otherwise" (Hahn [1933] 1959, 149). Thus, even if(per impossible) we could be empirically 

certain ofthe truths oflogic, it would remain possible that they were merely contingent truths 

about the universe - but contingent truths which just happened to admit of no exception. 

Hahn called such an account "fundamentany unsatisfactory" (Hahn [1933] 1959, 150), 

claiming that it misrepresents not only the character of logical truths, but how they are 
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justified and how we come to know them. Hahn writes: 

According to ... [the older empiricists] we now believe that something must 

be this way and cannot be otherwise simply because the relevant experience 

is so old and the relevant observations have been repeated innumerable times. 

On this view, therefore, it is entirely conceivable that, just as an observation 

might show that a heated body does not expand, two and two might 

sometimes make five. This is alleged to have escaped our notice so far 

because it happens with such extraordinary rarity .... " (Hahn [1933] 1959, 

150) 

Of course, Hahn considered such a consequence absurd? It is not unlikely that a logical truth 

is false, or that the universe not behave in accordance with the laws of logic; rather it is 

impossible. The negation ofa logical truth is a contradiction - a logical impossibility. As such, 

the truths of logic are not merely true, they are necessarily so. That is, they are true no matter 

how things are with the world. A central feature ofthe principles oflogic, then, is that their 

truth is independent of the way the world is. 

2 Both Hahn and Car nap (below) simply take it as absurd that experience could 
refute a logical truth, and use this claim as a premise in the reductio of the view that the 
tru ths 0 f logic are established, or justified, by exp erience. While this may seem to beg the 
question, below it will be demonstrated that the thesis that the principle of non­
contradiction could be refuted on the basis of a recalcitrant experience is incoherent. As 
such, I hold that the arguments of Hahn and Camap are sound, and do not beg the 
question against empirical logicians. 
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In this respect, the status (or foundation) of the principles oflogic is categorically 

different from the status of any empirically justified truth. Because of this, any acceptable 

account of the justification of logical principles must be categoric any different from our 

explamtion of the justification of statements in the empirical sciences. It is precisely in his 

failure to mark this categorical difference that Mill's account of the justification of logical 

truths is unacceptable to positivist thinkers. Ayer, for instance, writes: 

The contention of Mill's which we reject is that the propositions oflogic and 

mathematics have the same status as empirical hypotheses; that their validity 

is determined in the same way. We maintain that they are independent of 

experience in the sense that they do not owe their validity to empirical 

verification. ([1946] 1952, 75) 

The principles of logic are categorically di:fferent from statements of the empirical sciences 

precisely because observation and experience cannot contribute to our knowledge or 

justification oflogical truths - or to their refutation. 

This final point is crucial and marks a recurrent theme in positivistic accounts ofthe 

nature oflogical principles. Since they are not dependent on any contingent body offact, the 

truth oflogical principles cannot be refuted by experience. Carnap for instance, made this 

point when wrote in his Intellectual Autobiography that 

The rationalists had been right in rejecting the old empiricist view that the 

truth of '2+2=4' is contingent upon the observation of fucts, a view which 
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would lead to the unacceptable consequence that an arithmetical statement 

might possibly be refuted tomorrow by new experiences .... By contrast [to 

factua~ empirical statements], the truths in logic and nnthematics are not in 

need of confirmation by observation because they do not say anything about 

the world of facts, they hold for any possible combination of fucts. (Carnap 

1963,64) 

It is by claiming that empirical observation has a role in the justification or refutation of the 

truth oflogical principles that empiricism misrepresents both the character oflogical truths 

and how we come to know them. Further, the fact that the truth of logical principles is 

established independently from observation informs Carnap' s claim that truths in logic "do not 

say anything about the world of facts" (op. cit.). This claim has crucial implications not only 

for the fuundation oflogical principles but also, as we will see later, for their suQiect nntter. 

At this point, though, the problem facing logical positivism is that of providing an 

account of the justificatory foundations of logic that would sufficiently provide for their 

necessity. The problem is especially acute because the positivists agreed in principle with 

Mill's empiricism, and shared many of his epistemological presuppositions. As was observed 

in the previous chapter, Mill was quite aware of the justificatory limitations of his 

straightforwardly empirical account of the foundations of logic, as well as the problems for 

the necessary character oflogical principles that followed from them Yet, Mill was prepared 

to accept these undesirable consequences precisely because he saw no viable alternative which 
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might serve as the fOlll1dations for logic. The pr oblem for the positivists, then, was to supply 

some altem at ive foundation for logic while only working with theoreticalre sourc es acceptable 

to the basic epistemological tenets of empiricism. As has already been indicated, the one 

resource that the positivists found underutilised within empiricism was the concept of 

analyticity. 

§4.3 - The Concept of Analyticity in Logical Positivism 

Perhaps the most straightforward characterization of the positivist aCCOlll1t of 

analyticity may be fuund in A)er's claim that ''the criterion of an analytic proposition is that 

its validity shoukl fonow simplyfromthe definition ofthe terms contained in it" (Ayer [1946] 

1952, 82). According to Ayer, analytic propositions are the 'consequences' of definitions. 

One of the fll'st things affected by such an account is the suQiect matter of logic. 

§4.3.1 - The Subject Matter of Analytic Propositions 

According to many traditional accounts (classic and modern), logic was no different 

from other sciences in that its subject matter was the universe, and the things in it. Logic 

differed from the particular sciences not in regards to its subject matter, but rather because 

of the degree ofgenerality with which it treated that subject matter. While the other sciences 

treated of particular truths, or general truths in limited domains (e.g., biology or geology), 

logic treated of the trost general truths of the universe. As such, the foundation of logical 

truths was conceived of as metaphysical. Hahn gives the following descriptionofthis picture. 

The old conceptionoflogic is approximately as follows: logic is the account 
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of the most universal properties of things, the account of those properties 

which are common to all things; just as ... biology is the science of all living 

beings, so logic is the science of all things, the science of being as such. (Hahn 

[1933] 1959, 152) 

This account ofthe subject matter oflogic was radically altered on the positivist view that the 

principles oflo gic are analytic truths. The positivists accepted the general empiricist do ctrine 

that each and every synthetic statement is contingent and may only be known a posteriori. 

Further, since only synthetic statements can be informative about the universe, logic, ifit is 

to have a necessary character, could not have as its suQiect matter the physica~ actual 

universe, or the oQiects in it. 

Rather, Hahn argues, the subject matter of logic - in whatever sense logic may 

pro per ly be said to have a subject matter at all - is conceptual or linguistic, not metaphysical 

or scientifIc. Thus, Hahncontrnsts the positivist account with the 'old conception' as follows. 

Our thesis, on the contrary, asserts: logic does not by any means treat of the 

totality of things, it does not treat of objects at all but only of our way of 

speaking about objects; logic is fIrst generated by language. The certainty and 

universal validity, or better, the irrefutability ofa proposition oflogic derives 

just from the fact that it says nothing about objects ofany kind. (Hahn [1933] 

1959,152) 

So, analytic propositions oflogic are categorically different from the synthetic propositions 
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of science. To use Hahn's phrase, logic does not 'treat of' things in the world, but rather the 

concepts and categories by which we describe and categorize the entities of science. The 

propositions of logic are not distinguished :from the claims of science in terms of their 

generality, but in the fuct that they do not treat ofthe same subject matter as the propositions 

of science. As such, the propositions of logic are no more like universal generalizations and 

laws of nature than they are like particular claims about individual entities. The truth of 

analytic statements is not to be explained through some representation or correspondence 

they have with some domain of reality. Indeed, it is perhaps more accurate to say that the 

principles oflogic do not 'treat of' (i.e., they are not about) any subject matter whatsoever -

at least not in any usual sense? Instead, even if it turns out that the principles oflogic do 

'treat of' (or are "concerned with") some subject matter, their truth does not consist in a 

correspondence to some state of affairs which the analytic statement somehow represents. 

The reason for this is that there is also a pragmatic difference which separates logical 

principles from scientific claims. Scientific claims are statements describing their subject 

matter to varying degrees of generality; they make assertions about it which may be true or 

false. Yet, the principles of logic are not properly construed as statements whatsoever. 

3 There is an obvious sense in which the analytic truth "All bachelors are 
unmarried" treats of the subject matter all bachelors, although the sentence would remain 
true even if there were no actual bachelors. And, while bachelors themselves may exist 
independently of their being so called, the concept of 'bachelor' (the connotation of the 
word "bachelor", the predicate or category of "bachelorhood") does not exist 
independently of any and an analytic truths 'about' oochelors. 
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Instead of saying something universally true of all objects, Hahn claims that the propositions 

oflogic "stipulate ... [or] prescribe a method of speaking about things. And their universal 

validity and certainty, their irrefut ability, just derives from the :fact that they say nothing at all 

about objects" (Hahn [1933] 1959,153). Indeed, not only is thenecessityoflogic grounded 

in its subject matter. In addition, it is the inherently stipulative or prescriptive relation which 

logic has to that subject matter which guarantees its necessity. Science describes a subject 

matter whose nature is already pre-given, independently of the scientifIC descriptions of it. 

Logic, by contrast, does not describe a suQiect matter whatsoever. Rather, the principles of 

logic actually establish the very nature of its subject matter. As such the relationship between 

logic and its subject matter might be described as "constitutive". It is because ofthis tha t the 

principles of logic cannot be :false. 

In view of these differences, Hahn claims that we must recognize two difrerent kinds 

of ' statements'. "We see, then, that there are two totally different kinds of statements: those 

which really say something about objects, and those which do not say anything about oQiects 

but only stipulate rules for speaking about objects" (Hahn [1933] 1959, 154). The first class 

of 'statements' are properly so called, and have all the usual properties of declarative 

sentences. Their function is to make an assertion which describes a subject matter. This 

assertion maybe true or false depending on the accuracy of the description, and a description 

is accura te when it correctly represents an actual state of affairs that obtains in the world (i.e., 

a fact). So, the accuracy of a description is a ftmction of how the world is. 
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The second class of 'statements' are not really statements in the usual way of 

speaking, and neither are they are about a subject matter in any usual sense. Their fUIXtion 

is not to de&:ribe but to stipulate. Further, these stipulations are not made about the world 

itself, but about the concepts we use to categorize and classify the things in the world. So, 

the 'subject matter' of these 'statements' is conceptual and linguistic, not factual. Further, this 

'subject matter' is not a class of objects or entities which pre-exist the 'statements' of logic, 

have a nature independent of the 'statements' of logic, and which are described by these 

'statements'. Rather, the 'statements' of logic serve to constitute the very nature of our 

concepts. These concepts and categories are not an actual subject matter which is described 

by the staterrents oflogic; rather, they are the constructions oflogical statements. We use 

them to describe and categorize the actual entities which form the subject matter of science. 

It is because of the function and the subject rmtter of these priIXipJes that they are 

incapable of being false, and in this respect also they differ from normal statements. As 

definitions, these 'statements' establish the rreanings of our concepts and linguistic principles 

and are not subject to truth or falsity. They are neither axioms nor theorems, but rather, as 

authors such as Quine ([1935] 1976, 78) point out, they are licences for the substitution of 

one linguistic expression for another. We may also speak about anotrer class of staterrents 

which are bgicany true. These are universal truths which record the consequences of 

definitions. (For example, from the definition that "The word 'bachelor' means an aduh, 

unmarried human male" it follows that "All bachelors are unmarried".) The truth of these 
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statements is independent of any states of affairs which mayor may not 0 btain in the world. 

As such, their truth is not a matter of their descriptive accuracy so much as it is a function of 

the meanings of our linguistic expressions. 

§4.3.2 - Analyticity, Necessity and Deduction 

This picture of the nature and subject matter of logical principles provides a 

completely difrerent account oftheir necessity. Since logical principles are not a special kind 

of statement about (i.e., description of) the world, their necessity is not established 

metaphysically. Instead, analytic propositions "simply record our determination to use words 

in a certain fashion. We cannot deny them without infringing the conventions which are 

presupposed by our very denia~ and so falling into self-contradictions" (Ayer [1946] 1952, 

84).4 For positivists like Ayer, to deny an analytic truth is not to demonstrate any lack of 

knowledge about the way the world is. Nor, indeed, could such a mistake be corrected by 

showing that the world is, in fact, one way rather than another. Rather, to deny such 

'statements' is to indicate that one does not properly understand the concepts used in the 

expression, and the cure for such mistakes is to be found in linguistic, not factual, knowledge. 

So, the uhimate fOundation ofthe principles oflo gic, and hence the source of their necessity, 

4 It would appear from statements such as these that Ayer was not a thorough­
going conventionalist in the following respect. It seems that Ayer did not hold certain 
principles of logic (e.g., the law of non-contradiction) to be a matter of convention. 
Instead Ayer seems to be a realist about truth, and to assume the classical bi-valent truth 
semantics. 
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is linguistic not metaphysical. 

By setting the IDundations of logical necessity within language, the analytic acco unt 

of the nature of logical principles also has c onseq uences concerning the nat ure 0 f deduct ion. 

Deductiondoes not proceed by adding factual knowledge to a set of premises which are either 

supposed or known to be true, and the rules of deduction are not causal or metaphysical laws 

of the universe. As such, the nature ofdeductive entailment is not a function of the way the 

world is. Rather, deductive arguments proceed by establishing those propo sitions whose 

negations contmdict the conjunction of the premises. Deductive arguments are 'held 

together' by the principle ofvalidity, and a deductively valid argument is one for which it is 

not possible for the conclusion to be false given the truth of the premises. The impossibility 

demonstrated in deduction is logical and conceptual, not causal or metaphysical - and 

especially not psycholo gical. We know that the conclusion of a deductively sound argument 

cannot be false not because we have any special knowledge about the universe or the laws 

which govern it, but because we have stipulated that we will use terms in a certain way and 

to call the conclusion ofa sound argument false would be a violation of these stipulations. 

So, the impossibility at work in the principle of deductive validity is conceptual. Logical 

necessity is a conceptual necessity, and this is the necessity which is preserved in deductive 

inrerence. 

Within logical positivism, this picture of the "essence of ... logical deduction" (Hahn 

[1933] 1959, 156) is captured in the following description offered by Hahn. 
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[Logical deduction] ... is not ... in any way based on real connections between 

states of affairs, which we apprehend in thought. On the contrary, it has 

nothing at all to do with the nature ofthings, but derives from our manner of 

speaking about things. (ibid.) 

According to the positivists, the laws of deduction are categorically different from the laws 

governing othe r kinds 0 f scientific inference. The laws 0 f deduct ion, unlike the laws of nature, 

are not descriptions of independently given principles rooted in the very metaph)Sical 

structure of the universe. Rather they reflect the stipulations which establish the meaning of 

our concepts and govern our use of them. 

Hahn felt that this difference rmy be seen by considering that a persistent deductive 

error demonstrates a conceptual misunderstanding, not a factual ignorance. 

A person who refused to recognize logical deduction would not thereby 

manirest a difrerent belief from mine about the behavior of things, but he 

would refuse to speak about things according to the same rules as I do. I 

could not convince him, but I would have to refuse to speak with him any 

longer, just as I should refuse to play chess with a partner who insisted on 

moving the bishop orthogonally. (Hahn [1933] 1959, 156) 

In this respect, the nature ofa dispute over the laws oflogic is categorically different from a 

dispute concerning the laws of nature. A dispute concerning a law of nature marks a 

disagreement concerning a rmtter offuct. By contrast, a dispute concerning the laws oflogic 
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marks a disagreerrent concerning the meaning of concepts and their relations. Yet, 

disagreerrents concerning matters of fact can only occur after the concepts used to describe 

these facts have been fixed. 

Admittedly, Hahn's stance here seems to mi~ the important point that there are crucial 

differences between the laws of logic and the rules of chess. The rules of chess constitute an 

activity, our engagement in which seems largely to be a matter ofincidental irrportance. Our 

engagement with logic, on the other hand, is a rmtter of considerable importance. There are 

material connections between logic, rationality and truth which are not present in the chess 

analogy. Questions surrounding the 'choice oflogic' (or changing certain rules oflogic) are 

theoretically interesting and have epistemological, scientifIc and perhaps even metaphysical 

consequences, none of which apply to the issue of changin g the rules of chess. Further, in 

view of these connections, there may be good reasons for adopting a one set oflogical rules 

over another. The philosophically interesting question at this juncture is whether suchreaso ns 

are only ofa utilitarian nature (i.e., that they are only expressible in relation to certain more­

or-less arbitrary goals) or whether there may be metaphysical reasons for adopting one logic 

over another. So, to simply refuse to 'play' with a person who accepts a set of logical rules 

different from our own - and to do so on the grounds that such a person simply does not 

understand 'our' logical game - is to avoid (if not beg) some crucial theoretical issues. 

§ 4.4 - Quine's Critique of the Positivist Program in Logic 

One ofthe foremost critics of the positivist account oflogic was Willard Van Orman 
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Quine (1908-2000). Perhaps the best way to characterize the position to which Quine 

responded is to tum to the 1946 Introduction to the second edition of AJ. Ayer's Language, 

Truth and Logic, where he characterizes the positivistic, conventionalist account of the a 

prioricityand necessity ofthe propositions ofbgic. The propositions oflogic are tautologies, 

and if a statement is analytic then it is a tautology ([1946] 1952, 16). So, the positivistic 

account of logic hinges signifIcantly on the conception of analyticity, which Ayer characterizes 

as follows: "a proposition is analytic if it is true solely in virtue of the meaning of its 

constituent symbols, and therefore cannot be either confirmed or refuted by any fact of 

experience" ([ 1946] 1952, 16). This picture of the nature of logical principles was accepted 

by many logical positivists including Frege's student Carnap, and was the picture which Quine 

came finally to reject. Indeed, Quine fIrst learned of this picture from Car nap in the early 

1930s, and came to completely repudiate it by 1951. In do ing so, he drastically altered the 

outlook of contemporary Western epistemology and the semantic environment in which is 

oriented. 

Quine fIrst rret Carnap in Prague in 1933, at about the time when Carnap was drafting 

The Logical Syntax of Language (Creath 1990, 27-28). Therein, Carnap states his own 

conception ofthe nature of analyticity, which I shall try to summarize in non-technical terms. 

Roughly, for Camap, an analytic sentence is one whi:h is ''true in every case" (193411937, 
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l.§ 10; 1951, 28) - true in every possible situation or under every interpretation. 5 Because 

analytic sentences are true under every interpretation, they do not convey any information 

about reality or the world. As Camap writes, "In material interpretation, an analytic sentence 

is absolutely true whatever the empirical mcts may be. Hence it does not state anything about 

facts .... A synthetic sentence is sometimes true - namely when certain facts exist - and 

sometimes false; hence it says something as to what facts exist. Synthetic sentences are the 

genuine statements about reality' (1934/1937, l.§ 14 Thnn. 14.4; 1951,41). Further, in 'not 

stating anything about facts' analytic sentences may be categorically distinguished from 

synthetic statements in tenns of their suQiect matter: analytic sentences are not about any 

subject matter, at least not in any normal sense. In Carnap' s words, "An analytic sentence is 

not actually 'concerned with' anything, in the way that an empirical sentence is; for the 

5 Using a truth-table to represent these possible situations or interpretations, an 
analytic sentence is one which is true on every possible valuation (1934/1937, 1.§5; 1951, 
20), where a valuation is understood as a single line on a truth table representing an 
individual and unique distribution of truth-values over the atomistic semantic particles 
composing some compound sentence. 

Further Camap writes, "If a sentence when materially interpreted is logically 
universally true (and therefore the consequence of any sentence whatsoever) we call it an 
analytic (or tautological) sentence" (193411937, I.§1 0; 1951,28). The important point 
here is that analytic sentences are "a consequence ofthe null class of sentences (and thus a 
consequence of every sentence )"(1934/1937, l.§ 14. ThrmI4.1; 1951,39). Since it is not 
logicany possible for an analytic sentence to be faBe, when an analytically true sentence 
serves as the conclusion in an argument or derivation, it is not logically possible that the 
conclusion be false given the truth oft he premises. So, analytic statements may be validly 
derived from any set of premises whatsoever, including the null class. 
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analytic sentence is without content" (1934/1937, Intro §2; 1951,7).6 Like the other 

positivists, then, Carnap took analytic sentences to be categorically different from other kinds 

of sentence. He further held their distinguishing feature to be the logical impossibility of their 

falsehood. 

At first, Quine was an adherent, and advocate of Car nap , s positivistic account of the 

nature oflo gical principles as analytic truths. Yet, over the next twenty years, Quine would 

come to fully reject not only the detail; of Camap's position, but also the basic theoretical 

underpinnings on which Camap's model was built, and the attitudes which inform and 

motivate Camap's approach. Indeed, Creath has remarked that the seeds for Quine's dissent 

were present almost from the very beginning of his relationship with Carnap. 

Astonishingly, Quine'S very first reaction (preserved in a brief shorthand note 

by Car nap) contains in embryonic form his whole view of the llJltter: Might 

not, he wondered, the difference between the (analytic) axioms ofarithmetic 

and (synthetic) empirical claims about physical bodies be a difference of 

degree? Might no tthese degrees reflect 0 ur re lative willingness to abandon the 

various beliefs under consideration? (Creath 1990, 28) 

Here, the two central claims of Quine's mature theory are presented. First, all components 

6 Camap explains his use of the phrase "concerned with" as follows: "The 
figurative 'concerned with' is intended here in the same sense in which arithmetic is said 
to be concerned with numbers" (ibid). 
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of a theory are on a par with respect to their subject matter and function; there are no 

categorical differences between the different components of a theory. Specifically, the 

principles of logic have neither a special status nor a special function within a theory. Second, 

the 'entrenchment' of a claim in a theory - the degree of confirnntion or justifIcation of the 

claim - is not a function of the claim itself. Nor is it a function of the logical or 

epistemological properties of the claim, at least traditionally understood. Instead, 

entrenchment is explained in terms of the ps~hologica1 attachment that thinkers have to a 

claim - their willingness (or unwillingness) to abandon one claim for another in the course of 

scientific investigation. These two attitudes crucially inform Quine's mature views and stand 

in the background of his naturalized programrr:e in epistemology. It is because entrenchment 

is explained psycho logically and not normatively that "[ e]pistermlogy, or something like it, 

simply falls into place as a chapter of psychology, and hence of natural ocience" (1969,82). 

To see Creath's point, consider the following passage from Quine's 1935 paper 'Truth 

by Convention" which was written only three years after his f1fst meeting Carnap, and was 

largely sympathetic to Camap's overall project. Yet, even then Quine may be found to say: 

There are statements which we choose to surrenderlast, ifat all, in the course 

of revamping our sciences in the face of new discoveries; and armng these 

there are some which we will not surrender at alL so basic are they to our 

whole conceptual ocheme. Armng the latter are to be counted the so-called 

truths oflogic and mathematics, ... Now since these statements are destined 
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to be maintained independently of our observations of the world, we may as 

well make use here of our technique of conventional truth assignment and 

thereby forestall awkward metaphysical questions as to our a priori insight into 

necessary truths. ([1936] 1976, 102) 

As before, what may be seen here is that even in his apparent support of Camap's position, 

Quine's justifIcation of the conventionalist account of logic reveals the precursors of his 

mature naturalism. First, Quine portrays the necessity oflogical and rmthematical principles 

in terms of our unwillingness to surrender them in the course of revamping our sciences. 

Further, empirical corroboration or refutation are presented as the only grounds for accepting 

or altering a claim (00 other grounds are considered). It is in this context that Quine'S 

acceptance of the positivistic account is rooted. And it is perhaps because Quine saw the 

problems of logic and analyticity in this context that he was able to break with the 

conventionalist tradition so decisively. 

By 1951, Quine'S rejection ofthe positivistic account oflogical principles as analytic 

truths is complete. In his seminal paper "Two Dogmas of Empiricism" Quine argues that the 

distinction between the analytic and the synthetic is "ill-fuunded" ([ 1951] 1961, 20), and, 

because of this, the explanation oflogical principles as analytic truths must be similarly 'ill­

founded.' Not only is it not possible to even stipulate the distinction in a theoretically 

rigorous way, but moreover, when the consequences of semantic holism are properly 

understood, no categorical distinction may be made regarding the empirical (or factual) and 
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the semantic aspects of a statement that contribute exhaustively to its overall truth or falsity. 

Instead, it may only be said in the most general way that both facts of the world and the 

meanings of our terms contribute to the truth conditions of each of our declarative linguistic 

expressions - though the specific contribution of either of these factors cannot be precisely 

identified. 

In rejecting the distinction between analytic and synthetic propositions and advoca ting 

semantic ho lism in its place, Quine rejects the positivist account of the nature of the logical 

principles as analytic truths. In doing so, Quine rejects the accompanying explanations ofthe 

necessity, subject matter aoo foundation of logic. In place of this, Quine describes a model 

of semantic ho lism whereby the factual and linguistic factors 0 fa statement's truth-conditions 

cannot categorically be distinguished from one another. All corrvonents of a theory are on 

a par in that they cannot be distinguished according to their subject matter or their function, 

and all are subject to the two dogmas ofholism: revisability and preservability. Further, all 

componentsofa theory are bJilt onthe roundationsofminimummutilation aoo entrenchrrent. 

Yet, these instrumental principles do not anchor the statements of a theory according to their 

logical or epistemological properties traditionally understood. Instead, they are better seen 

as a measure of our willingness to surrender certain claims in the context of certain goals. In 

accepting that minimum mutilation and entrenchment actually provide theory with the only 

foundations available, Quine advocates that epistemobgy be naturalized, and that the relation 

of evidence to theory be studied psycholo gically. 
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The structure of Quine's argument in "Two Dogmas" roughly divides into two stages. 

In the flfst stage, Quine attempts to show that there is no non-circular way of specifYing the 

concept of analyticity in a theoretically rigorous way. In the second stage, Quine attempts to 

show that, in view of semantic holism the traditional, foundationalist underpinnings of 

epistemology are unearthed, and that naturalistic approaches (particularly those provided by 

psycholo gy) provide the most lucrative prospects for the study of epistemology. 

§4.5 - Quine on the Concept of Analyticity 

§4.5.l - Analyticity is Explained via Meaning 

In the first stage of his argument against the theoretical integrity of the concept of 

analyticity, Quine searches for arigorous andnon-circuhr way of defining it. Quine considers 

and rejects several criteria which have been invoked to stipuhte those statemmts which are 

analytic, and to distinguish these from other, synthetic statements. First is the conception that 

analytic statements are "statements whose denial is self-contradictory" ([ 1951] 1961, 20). 

This account is rejected because, according to Quine, the notion of'self-contradictory' stands 

in need of exphnation just as much as does 'analyticity' (ibid.). Next, Quine considers Kant's 

conception that an analytic statement "attributes to its subject no more than is already 

conceptually contained in the subject"([1951] 1961,20-21). Quine rejects this Kantian version 

not only because it requires that statements have a subject-predicate form. (Such an account 

of the grammatical structure of statements makes opaque the logical structure of common 

statements, and the in:rerential structure of many valid inferences.) In addition to giving an 
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inadequate account of the structure of statements, Quine a1so accuses the Kantian conception 

of analyticity of a vagueness that deprives it of any theoretical value. According to Quine, the 

notion of containment is "metaphorical," and hence not theoretically rigorous ([1951] 1961, 

21). Having rejected these first two definitions, Quine settles on a distinction resembling 

Ayer's, whereby: "A statement is analytic when it is true by virtue of meanings and 

independently of fact" ([ 1951] 1961, 21). 

§4.5.2 - Meaning is Explained via Synonymy 

Importantly then, the only notion which Quine allows as explanatory of the concept 

of analyticity is the notion of meaning. So, for Quine, the theoretical acceptability of 

analyticity as a property of statements depends on a theoretically acceptable account ofthe 

meaning of a statement. According to Quine, meanings are not properly understood as special 

kinds of entities. Quine rejects what he calls the 'myth of the museum' on which words are 

like the labels for the exhibits which are their meanings ([ 1968] 1969, 27). In rejecting 

reificationist accountsofmeaning, Quine not only r(jects mentalist accounts of meaning where 

the meanings of expressions are taken as ideas or other psychological entities. Quine also 

rejects Frege's alternative according to which meanings are abstract entities which are 

objective but insensible (ibid.). The mistake invo Ived in reificatio n of meaning ext ends beyond 

positing an extra species of abstract entities which overpopulate the metaphysical and 

theoretical world. It is not just that the positing of such constitutionally insensible entities -

entities whose effects even are insensible - cannot be empirically justified. Moreover, if 
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meanings are construed as a special CRSS ofthings, then understanding must be explained as 

being a process of guessing whi:h of these things an interlocutor 'has in mind' when 

communi:ating. According to Quine, '1anguage is a social art" (1960, ix; [1968] 1969, 26). 

As such, the criteria for understanding and (hence) successful communication, must be 

articulated in terms of public ally observable behaviour (1960, ix, 1; [1968] 1969, 26). Yet, 

the contents of our minds are epistemically private. So even if meanings themselves are 

construed as objective entities, if our intending them (ie., our intensional relationship with 

these objects) is construed as epistemically private, then no empiri:ally verifiable criteria for 

understanding and comIIRlnication maybe formulated. So, meanings cannot be explained 

in terms of their being special kinds of things. 

§4.5.3 - Closing the Intensional Route to Explaining Synonymy 

Rather, meaning is to be explained in terms of "sameness of meaning" ([1951] 1961, 

37). We might say that the concept of meaning is to be explained substitutionally, in terms 

of synonymy. Having just examined the positivistic account of analytic truths as the 

consequences of defmitions, it might seem that the synonymy of expressions may easily be 

established by resorting to definitions. By specifying the definition of an expression, it may 

easily be established that a definiendum has the same meaning as its definiens. Yet, Quine 

deprives the philosopher of recourse to a stipulative use of definitions, claiming that "the 

lexicographer is an errpirical scientist, whose business is the recording of antecedent facts" 

([1951] 1961, 24). Here, the Oxford everyday language philosopher is replaced by the 
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anthropologist (or the sociologist), and linguistic phibsophy is replaced by the science of 

linguistics. So, in arguing that philosophers do not have any special entitlement (privileged 

access?) to the meanings of expressions in our language, Quine claims that "the 'definition' 

which is the lexicographer's report of an observed synonymy cannot be taken as the ground 

of the synonymy" ([1951] 1961, 24). Instead, Quine maintains that "[ijn formal and inrormal 

work alike ... we find that definition - except in the extreme case ofthe explicitly conventional 

introduction of new notations - hinges on prior relations of synonymy" ([1951] 1961,27). 

Importantly, dictionary-style defmitions are not the only target of Quine's criticism 

here. Rather, any expression whose function is to give (part of) the connotation of another 

expression (e.g., ostention) as well as rules which specify (partial) criteria for the proper use 

of an expression would fan within the scope of Quine'S argument. Indeed, any expression 

which gives (part of) the meaning of any other expression- including those used in the 

teaching and learning oflanguage - are construed by Quine as descriptions ofa meaning which 

is somehow established and codified prior to these linguistic acts.7 As descriptions of some-

'thing' antecedently given, definitions are really 'statements about meanings' and may be right 

or wrong - true or false - depending on their descriptive accuracy. 

7 Included here are the semantical rules for formal languages which Quine 
discusses in §4 (1961, 32-37) of "Two Dogmas." Of these, Quine argues that 
"Semantical rules for determining the analytic statements of an artificial language are of 
interes t only in so far as we already understand the no tion 0 f analyticity; they are of no 
help in gaining this understanding" ([ 1951] 1961, 36). 

255 



PhD Thesis - David M. Godden Dtparttrent of Philosophy, McMaster University 

It should be observed, then, that Quine's claim that "the lexicographer is an empirical 

scientist" (op. cit.) whose clailll) rely on "prior relations of synonymy" (op. cit.) is a crucial 

premise in his overall argument. For, if Quine is correct about this then, (even) if the proper 

foundation of logical principles is established by definitions, our knowledge oflogical truths 

could never be certain. Rather, since our knowledge of meaning would be like all other 

scientific knowledge - i.e., hypothetical andjustified by experience - our knowledge oflogical 

tru ths would have the satre foundation and character as all of our other scientific knowledge. 

As such, we would be back in the position of Mill, and nothing would have been gained by 

changing the subject matter oflogic from things to meanings. Further, Quine's only reason 

for denying the philosopher access to definitions as a foundation of synonymy (with the 

exception noted above (Quine [1951] 1961,27)), and hence asan explanation of analyticity, 

is to be found in his claim that definitions are not stipulations of treaning but statements about 

meanings, and that to offer a defmition is not to give a rule but to make an observation. 

§4.5.4 - Closing the Extensional Route to Explaining Synonymy 

With definitions unavailable as justification of synonymy, it would seem that all 

intensional routes to the explanation of meaning are closed to the philosopher. Quine'S next 

move is to close the extensional route also. According to Quine, if we are to avoid the 

"confusion of meaning with extension" ([ 1951] 1961,21) we cannot accept substitution salva 

veritate, or "interchangeability in all contexts without change of truth value" ([1951] 1961, 

27) as an account of synonymy. As we saw with Frege, two expressions may have the same 
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extension (or reference) without having the same connotation (or sense). So, a proper 

explanation of sameness of meaning requires the "cognitive synonymy" ([1951] 1961, 31) of 

two expressions, not merely their co-extensionality. Indeed the co-extensionality of two 

synonymous expressions must be necessarily - or analytically - true, so any explanation of 

synonymy which is based on extensionality depends upon - and hence cannot explain - the 

notion of analyticity (Quine 1951, 27-32). Thus, it would seem that Quine denies both 

intensional and extensional avenues to achieve sameness of meaning. 

§4. 5. 5 - Conclusions 0 f Quine's Argument Against the Concept of Analyticity 

The conclusions Quine dra ws from this are simple yet extensive. The frrst is that there 

is no non-circular way of explaining the concept of analyticity in a theoretically rigorous way. 

Particularly, the notion ofmeaning cannot be relied on whatsoever in clarifYing the nature of 

analyticity. 

Analyticity at first seemed most naturally defmable by appeal to a realm of 

meanings. On refinement, the appeal to meanings gave way to an appeal to 

synonymy or defmition. But definition turned out to be a will-o' -the-wisp, and 

synonymy turned out to be best understood only by dint of a prior appeal to 

an alyti cit Y its e1£ So, we are back to the problem ofana1yticity. ([1951] 1961, 

32) 

Since no adequate explanation of analyticity can be found, Quine argues that the concept 

itse If is without theoretical integrity. As such, it cannot serve to explain the nature oflogical 
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principles. Indeed, given Quine's other theses about the nature of definition, any contribution 

that analyticity might make to an account of the nature oflogic would not provide logic with 

the epistemically desirable property of certainty. Rather, our knowledge of logical truths 

would be of the same character, and have the same justificatory foundation, as our knowledge 

of any other truth in errpirical science. 

Moreover, since the concept of analyticity is without theoretical integrity, the entire 

picture of meaning of which it is a part also becomes theoretically suspect. Indeed for Quine, 

the failure of analyticity is but one moment in the collapse of a much larger theoretical 

framework. The framework, which Quine characterizes as 'reductionism' - or the reduction 

of theoretical claims to observation claims - in ''Two Dogmas", is better characterized in 

Quine'S mature philosophy as normative epistemology. The beginning of this collapse lllly 

be seen in Quine'S holistic account of meaning, to which the failure of analyticity llllkes a 

direct contribution. One aspect of semantic holism may be found in Quine's claim that the 

linguistic and factual components ofa statement's truth conditions cannot be isolated. 

It is obvious that truth in general depends on both language and extralinguistic 

fact. ... Thus one is tempted to suppose in general that the truth ofa statement 

is somehow analysable into a linguistic component and a factual component. 

Given this supposition, it next seems reasonable that in some statements the 

factual component should be null; and these are the analytic statements. But, 

for all its a priori reasonableness, a boundary between analytic and synthetic 
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statements sirrply has not been drawn. That there is such a distinction to be 

drawn at all E an unerrpirical dogma of empiricists, a metaphysical article of 

faith. ([1951] 1961,36-37) 

Quine's assertion here extends beyond the mere claim that there are no analytic statements. 

Rather, analytic statements are portrayed in the context ofa picture where both linguistic and 

factual components make separable and identifiable contributions to the truth conditions of 

individual statements. Analytic statements are but a limiting case of this picture, where the 

factual component contributes nothing to the truth conditions of the statement. Yet, Quine 

does not merely claim that there are no such statements; rather he claims that the entire 

picture of meaning in which analytic statements are a part is mistaken. 

§4.6 - Semantic Holism 

That there are no purely analytic statements is merely one fragment of Quine' s overall 

vision of semantic holism The more general idea here is that for any particular statement, no 

specifically linguistic or specifically factual contribution to the truth conditions for the 

statement are categoricanyidentiflable. According to holism, one cannot separate individual 

components which contribute to the truth conditions ofa statement. Instead, it may only be 

claimed in the most general way that linguistic meaning and tre way the world is contribute 

to the truth of any given statement. 

Another aspect of Quine's holism concerns the minimal unit of empirical significaoce. 

According to Quine, indivilual statements consilered independently of one another do not 
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have a large enough 'fund' of empirical consequences to be tested against experience one by 

one; so they have to be tested as a bunch. 

§4.6.1 - Quine's Holistic Model of Belief Revision 

To see this point, we must consider Quine's model of belief revision, and introduce 

some of the technical language in which Quine spells out his model Quine describes the 

"characteristic occasion" of belief revision as follows: 

It was the situation where a new belie( up for adoption, conflicts somehow 

with the present body of beliefs as a body. Now when a set of beliefs is 

inconsistent, at least one ofthe beliefs must be rejected as false; but a question 

may remain open as to which to reject. Evidence nrust be assessed, with a 

view to rejecting the least firmly supported of the conflicting beliefs. (Quine 

& Ullian1978, 16)8 

So far, this account seems relatively common-sense. In the spirit of Quine's model, we may 

8 Interestingly, given Quine's mature naturalism, the status of his claim that we 
must rej ect as false at least one of our beliefs when faced with an inconsistency provokes 
some rather pressing questions. For instance, is this claim an analytic statement? 
Alternately, is this an ell1lirical claim, or a de~ription of past epistetmlogical practice? If 
so, it is 0 bviously false. Many religious examples can be found where the contradiction is 
simply accepted, accompanied by an appeal to the mysteries of God. Yet, if it is not an 
empirical claim then what is the furce of the necessity behind the claim that we must give 
up one of them? It would seem that a fun statement of Quine's naturalistic theory relies 
on - indeed, requires - modal operators. Yet, what resources can Quine's naturalism 
supply in accounting for such tmdal operators? (Similar sorts of questions may be raised 
for the normative claim that we ought to give up one of the inconsistent beliefS.) 
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call our present body of beliefs a theory. (Quine sometiJJ.':es speaks of sets oftheories, though 

I will use the term "theory" in a more general sense to include everything in the web ofbelief) 

Our theories consist of sentences (Quine 1992,2) which are linked together in specifiable 

ways. The job of logic is to connect sentences to sentences (ibid.), but the "initia11inks in 

those connecting chains" (1992, 2-3) are provided by "sentences that are directly and firmly 

associated with our stimulations" (1992, 3 ). For now, we may consider these initial links as 

observation sentences.9 "An observation sentence is an occasion sentence on which speakers 

of the language can agree outright on witnessing the occasion" (ibid.), and an occasion 

sentence is simply a statement whose truth or falsity depends on the occasion (ibid.). 10 As we 

will see below, observation sentences have a very special function and status in Quine's 

overall picture. The important point to note for the moment is that observation statements are 

the points of contact between theory and the world (Quine & Ullian1978, 28).11 As such, it 

9 Quine seek s to explain the no tion 0 f observa tion in terms of st imu1ation, a move 
which I discuss below in connection with his epistemological naturalism (§§ 4.7.2, 
4.7.2.1). 

10 Interestingly, Quine's occasion sentences bear a strong resemblance to 
contingent stateJJ.':ents (e.g., they appear to be co-extensional concepts). Yet, 
Montgomery and Routley (1966) argue that accepting the notion of contingency into our 
logic, brings with it a full, normal modal lexicon, since the other modal operators may be 
defined in terms of the primitive notion of contingency. Yet, it is precisely such modal 
notions as necessity that pose explanatory problems fur Quine's naturalism. 

11 In point of fact, observation statements are merely the points where witnesses 
agree. Quine must add the metaphysical assumption that what the witnesses are agreeing 
on is the way the world is, or that there are causal factors reflecting the nature of the 
world which explain the agreement of the witnesses. 
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is ultimately through them that our theory will be tested against experience. 

In addition to logic and observation sentences, our theory consists of mmy other kinds 

of sentences. Some ofthese willbe theoretical hypotheses, examples of which would include 

general statements of a speculative, explanatory or causal nature ranging from laws of nature 

to rough-hewn generalizations. To determine whether a hypothesis ought to be admitted into 

the web ofbelie( it must be tested. And, to test a hypothesis, its observable consequences 

must be determined. This yields the irrportant point that theoretical claims are ultimately 

cashed out in terms of observation sentences. Bridging the gap between theory and 

observatbn typically involves observation categoricals. Observation cat ego rica Is compound 

observatbn sentences into generalities, and have the generalformofexpressing an 0 bservable 

regularity (1992, 10). In genera I, these observation categoricals do the job oflogically linking 

theory to 0 bservation (ibid.). Indeed, the logical connection between observatbn and theory 

is established linguistically as words in observation sentences "recur in theoretical contexts" 

(1992, 7). Quine writes, "It is precisely this sharing of words, by observation sentences and 

theoretical sentences, that provides logical connections between the two kinds of sentences 

and makes observation relevant to scientific theory"(ibid.). 

Holism claims that a theoretical hypothesis, when taken on its own, does not have a 

sufficient fund of observable consequences (consequences which may be expressed as 

observatbn sentences, or as conjunctions thereof) that it may be tested against experience. 

Instead, the testing of a theoretical hypothesis typicany relies on a "oocklog of scientific 
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theory" (1992, 13). ''In order to deduce an observation categorical from a given hypothesis, 

we may have to enlist the aid of other theoret ical sentences and of many conmon sense 

platitudes that go without saying, and perhaps the aid even of arithmetic and other parts of 

mathematics" (ibid.) not to mention logic. So, the second m~ or consequence of holism is that 

"our statements about the external world mce the tribunal of experience not individually but 

only as a corporate body" ([1951] 1961, 42)Y 

Further, since the staterrents of a theory are not testedby experience individually, they 

are not refuted by experience individually either. Quine writes: 

the falsity of the observation categorical does not conclusively refute the 

hypothesis [from which it was deduced]. What it refutes is the conjunction of 

sentences that was needed to imply the observation categorical. In order to 

retract that conjunction we do not have to retract the hypothesis in question; 

we could retract some other sentence of the conjunction instead. This is the 

important insight called holism. (1992, 13-14) 

In and of itself, this is not a particularly original or controversial insight. It is a logical 

12 Crucially, tre move from the claim that some set of propositions is required to 
derive an observation sentence (even a set which is considerably larger than what we 
might at fIrst think) to the grand holistic claim that all statements of the theory are 
required for such a derivation is a patent non-sequitur. 

Further, I recognize and acknowledge that Quine later revises this assertion 
(§4.9.2). But part of my argument against Quine is that he does not revise his initial 
position as much as he should, and to demonstrate this one must understand why it is that 
Quine'S initial position needs to be revised in the first place. 
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commonplace that if the antecedent ofa conditional is a conjunction of statetrents, the falsity 

of the consequent doesnot falsifY anyone ofthose conjuncts in particular. (Unless, of course, 

the consequent is one of the conjuncts in the antecedent.) This is sometimes called the 

'ambiguity of modus toliens.' The source of the controversy in Quine's holism lies in two of 

its more idiosyncratic features. First is the degree of theoretical material Quine requires for 

the implication of observation categoricals. Second is the role that Quine portrays this 

material as having not only in the derivation of the categorical, but in the theory as a whole. 

Ultimately, the controversy of Quine's holism is visible in the kinds of claims that he considers 

subject to refutation on the basis of experience. 

§4.6.2 - The Unique Status of Observation Statements 

Beforemoving to consider the epistemological co nsequenc es of Quine's holistic model 

ofbeliefrevision, there is one remaining feature of it that deserves our consideration. For 

Quine, the statements of our theory lUlSt stand together as a corporate body in order to 

accumulate the "critical semantic mass" (Quine 1992, 17) required to generate any empirically 

testable claim. Yet, there is one important exception to this rule of holism: the ornervation 

statement itself According to Quine, 

The beliefs face the tribunal of ornervation not singly but in a body. But note 

now that the observation sentence itsel~ the sentence that reports or predicts 

a present or imminent observa tion, is peculiar on this score. It does face the 

tribunal singly, in the usual case, and simply stands or falls with the 
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observation that it reports or predicts. (Quine & Ullian 1978, 22) 

Because they are independently testable and face the tribunal of experience individually, 

observatbn sentences have a unique status when compared with any other type of expression 

in the theory. According to Quine, observation sentences do not require a 'backlog o fth eory' 

to be meaningfu~ rather they 'wear their meanings on their sleeves" (1960, 42). Each 

observatbn sentence on its own has enough 'semmtic mass' to stand against experience 

individually. 

Given that observation sentences have such a special status in Quine's holism, it is 

important that we understand their nature and function. In the first place, observatbn 

sentences also play a crucial role in our acquisition of language. Because observatbn 

sentences "become associated with stimulations by the conditioning of responses" (1960, 42) 

they are "the entering wedge in the learning oflanguage" (ibid.) supplying some of the first 

linguistic expressions children and other language learners are able to comprehend and use. 

Beyond their special role in language acquisition, we have already seen that 

observatbn sentences also have a unique epistemological function. For Quine, "[t] he 

observatbn sentence is the means of verbalizing the prediction that checks a theory" (1992, 

4), andas such observation sentences are the "vehicles of scientific evidence" (1992, 5). Since 

observation sentences are distingu~hed in that ''they can be checked on the spot" (Quine & 

Ullian 1978, 25), they become the only stable points of contact between theory and 

experience. In this regard, observations sentences reflect the special function of observation 
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within the process ofscientific discovery. As Quine writes, "[n]ormally, observation is the tug 

that tows the ship of theory" (Quine & Ullian 1978,29), and conflict with observation is 

typically the catalyst for theoretical revision. 

In sumrmry then, their close connection to sensory stimulation provides observation 

sentences with their special linguistic and epistemic function. "Observation sentences are the 

bottom edge oflangu age , where it touches with experience; where speech is conditioned to 

stimulation. It is ultirmtely through them that language in general gains its meaning, its 

bearing on reality" (Quine & Unian 1978, 28). Indeed, as we will see later, observations are 

really the only "boundary conditions of our body of beliefs" (Quine & Unian 1978, 32) 

allowed within Quine's holism. 

Having seen the special status and function of observation sentences within Quine'S 

holism, it remains to consider their nature. Firstly, observation sentences are not distinguished 

syntactically (according to their vocabulary or terminology), nor are they distinguished 

semantically (according to their subject matter). Rather, they are distinguished pragma tic ally, 

(Quine a& Ullian 1978,23). According to Quine, the notion of an observation sentence is 

best understood with an "unimaginative literalness", according to the "straightforward 

criterion ... that all reasonably competent speakers cfthe language be disposed, if asked, to 

assent to the sentence under the same stimulations of their sensory surfaces" (Quine & URian 

1978,33 emphasis added; see also 1978,23; 1960,44; 1992,3). That is, on witnessing the 

relevant occasion, all people who understand the language would agree in their judge~nts 
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regarding the truth of the observation statement. 

This isnot to say that our knowledge ofobservatbn sentences requires that we learn 

of them through witnessing the relevant occasion. Rather, "[w]hat makes a sentence an 

observatbn sentence is not that it was learned ostensively but that it is of a sort that could 

have been" (Quine & Ullian 1978,26). Still, since many terms used in observation statements 

are normally learned ostensively, it would seem that our understanding of these terms, and 

our agreements in judgement require a common body of shared experience. 

So, Quine's straightforward criterion for the identification of observation statements 

requires that "the tenns used in observation sentences are tenns that we can all apply to their 

objects on sight" (Quine & Ullian1978, 23). Yet, Quine recognizes that, given our different 

experiences (both worldly and linguistic), what might be an observatbn for you might not be 

for me. Quine writes: 

I agree that the practical notion of observatbn is relative to one or another 

limited community, rather than to the whole speech community. An 

observatbn sentence for a community is an occasion sentence on which the 

members of the community can agree outright on witnessing the occasion. 

(1992,6) 

Given that observatbn statements are relative to specific sub-groups of language users, 

there is no definitive criterion for a statement's being an observation statement. Any lack of 

confurmity in the judgement of individual witnesses may be variously explained by their 
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linguistic knowledge, or even anabnonnal perceptual state. For the time being, the point here 

is that the class of observation sentences cannot be precisely defmed, and involves certain 

assumptions about nonnal observers and nonnal conditions of observation whi::h themselves 

have not been precisely fonnulated. 

§4.6.3 - Epistemological Consequences of Quine's Holism 

Having considered the process of belief revision on Quine's holistic model, I now 

move to consider the epistemological consequenc es of such a picture. Semantic holism claims 

that since individual statements within a theory do not have a sufficient fund of empirically 

testable consequences on their own, they must face the 'tribunal of experience' as part of a 

'cOJ:porate body'. Yet, this corporate body is not limited to some part of theory or several 

threads in the web of belief. Rather, Quine claims that "[t]he unit of empirical significance is 

the whole of science" ([ 1951] 1961, 42). That is, it is only when placed alongside the entire 

theory tha t a hypo the sis may generate an 0 bservation c at ego rica I capable ofbeing emp irically 

tested.13 As such, the ent ire corpor ate bo dy of sta tement s stand s as the antec edent of any 

empirically falsifiable consequent. Because of this, the arrow 0 f modus tollens can fall almost 

anywhere within the current body of theory. 

This is the reasoning behind two of Quine 's most controversial epistemological claims. 

First is the claim that, since the whole of science (ie., every statement in the theory) is 

13 See fn. 12. 
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required in generating empiric ally testable consequences, we may pick and choose which 

statements we want to revise should those consequences turn out not to be the case. Indeed, 

there is nothing stopping us from holding anyone ofthem true on any given occasion, since 

it can never be said that the arrow 0 f modus tollens definitely points at anyone statement. 

This I call Quine's Preservability Doctrine [PD], which he expresses as fonows: 

1. "Any statement can be held true come what may, if we make drastic enough 

adjustments elsewhere in the system." ([ 1951] 1961, 43). 

On the other hand, neither can it be said that the arrow ofmodus tollens does not point at any 

given statement in the theory. This marks Quine's second claim which I call the Revisability 

Doctrine [RD]. RD states that 

2. "[N]o statement is immune to revision [on the basis of a recalcitrant experience]" 

([1951] 1961,43). 

According to PD no particular statement in the theory need be sacriftced; according to RD 

no particular statement in the theory is sacrosanct. Instead, as is indicated by these two 

doctrines (which Quine takes to be consequences of his holism), all constituents of the theory 

are on a par with respect to their connection to the observed filets of the world. 

§4.6.4 - Holism and the Analytic 

The doctrine of semantic holism is Quine'S second route to the deconstruction and 
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subsequent abolition of the analytic/synthetic distinction from semantics and epist emology. 14 

Since, for any given statement within the corporate body (observation statements excluded) 

no empirically testable consequences may be uniquely attributed to it, one cannot separate the 

linguistic factors (e.g., meanings) and the extra-linguistic factors (e. g., the obtaining offucts) 

from one another when determining the truth ofthe statement in question. Instead, Quine 

claims: 

[I]t is nonsense, and the root of much nonsense, to speak of a linguistic and 

a factual component in the truth of any individual statement. Taken 

collectively, science has a double dependence upon language and experience, 

but this duality is not signifx::antly traceable into the statements of science 

taken one by one. ([1951] 1961,42) 

As a result ofthis holism, no statement can be said to be true purely in virtue of the meanings 

of the terms used within it - that is, no statement can properly be described as analytic. 

Because ofthis, the analytic/synthetic distinction should be done away with once and for all. 

Furthermore, analyticity cannot be used as an explanation ofthe nature of the principles of 

logic. Since the contribution of an expression's meaning to its truth cannot be specifically 

iso1ated, the foundation of the truths of bgic cannot be cast exclusively in meaning. 

Before moving to consider the foundations on which Quine attempts to place the 

14 The first, considered in §4. 5, was Quine's argument that no theoretically 
rigorous exp1anation of analyticity is possible. 
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principles oflogic and arithmetic, two additional observations should be made regarding his 

holistic argument against the analytic / synthetic distinction. 

The fIrst 0 bserva tion concerns the net effect of Quine's 'abolition' of the analytic/ 

synthetic distinction. Crucially, Quine's holistic position does not require that we surrender 

both categories of statement, on the grounds that neither are semantic any accurate. Rather, 

in giving up the categorical distinction between analytic and synthetic statements, Quine's 

holism prescribes that all stat ements take on the charact er of synthetic st atement s. Acco rding 

to the Revisability Doctrine, any statement can be repudiated on the basis of a recalcitrant 

experience, and as such the truth of every statemmt depeoos on something more than the 

meanings of the terJ:IE used in it.IS Quine's holistic argument, then, does not do away with 

a distinction, but only does away with half 0 fit. Because the-way-the-world-is plays a role in 

determining the truth of all statements, all statements are like synthetic statements. All 

statements in the theory are contingent; no statement may be viewed as necessarily true, or 

knowable a priori. So, the net effect of the Quine's abolition of the analytic / synthetic 

15 The Preservability Doctrine has no counter-balancing effects in this regard, since 
it does not deny that any statement may be repudiated on the basis of a recalcitrant 
experience. Rather, it claims only that we may choose to insulate the truth value of some 
statements from revision on the basis of particular experiences on a case-by-case basis. 
The truth value of any such statement remains, in principle, subject to revision on the basis 
of a recalcitrant experience. To be consistent with holism more generany, PD must anow 
that the-way-the-world-is contributes to the truth conditions of every statement, including 
the ones we choose to insulate on any given occasion. As such, even insulated statements 
remain, in priociple, synthetic. 
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distinction is to abolish the analytic, the a priori and the necessary, replacing them with the 

synthetic, the a posteriori and the contingent. 

The secooo observation to be lIllde at this juncture builds upon a point I first made 

when considering Quine'S rejection of intensional fuundations of synonymy (§4.5.3). 

According to Quine, defmitions do not have a special or unique function within the theory. 

Rather, definitions are to be seen as a class of statements which report "prior relatioffi of 

synonymy" ([1951] 1961,27). As such, defmitions are descriptive statements which maybe 

true or false depending on their descriptive accuracy. Indeed, definitions are subject to the 

Revisability Doctirine [RD). Like any other kind of statement in the theory, defmitions are 

empirically justified and maybe revised when they are not consistent with observed usage. 

Similarly, according to RD, the pr op osit ions oflo gic and mathelIlltics may be revised 

just like any other component of the theory. As with definitions, one of the reasons for this 

is that Quine's holism provides no special function for logical and mathematical laws. 

According to Quine's holism, '10gicallaws ... [are] simply certain further statements of the 

system, certain further elements of the field" ([1951] 1961,42; emphasE added). The rules 

of logic are statements, and as such are on a par with all other components of a theory. As 

statements, the laws of logic must be seen as functioning like descriptions ( or as something 

like descr iptions). They do not ha ve a special normative, stipulat ive, co nstitu tive or regu1at ive 
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rela tionship with their subject matter.16 It is partly because of this that the laws of logic are 

contingent upon how things are with the world, and subject to the Revisability Doctrine. 

So, just as Quine's holism deprives logic of a special status on the grounds that it 

treats a unique subject matter (meanings instead offacts), so does it deprive logic of a special 

status on the grounds that it has a unique function or relationship to that subject matter 

(stipulative rather than descriptive). Instead, each element of a theory is on a par not only 

with respect to its subject matter (which always has partly to do with the observed world), but 

also with respect to its pragmatic function in the system It is a combination of these two 

features that permits Quine to hold that even the laws of logic are subject to the Revisability 

Doctrine. Indeed, Quine's doctrine of semantic holism really amounts to the claim that there 

is no difference in kind between the components ofa theory. 

§4.6.S - Quine's Holistic Foundations of Logic: Minimum Mutilation and Entrenchment 

Having seen Quine'S repudiation of the positivistic account of the nature and 

foundation of logic (according to which logical principles are analytic truths), it remains to 

consider Quine 's own holistic account ofthe fOundations oflogic. We have seen that Quine'S 

holism does not allow that the principles of logic differ from any other component of the 

theory. Logic camlOt be distinguished from other elements ofthe theory either in respect of 

its subject matter or in terms of the relationship it has to that subject matter. As such, the 

16 It should be noted that such a view is deeply at odds with the positivistic view as 
discussed in §§4.3.1 and 4.3.2. 
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foundations of logic under holism are no different from the foundations of any other 

component of a theory. 

How, then, does holism explain the foundations of the components ofa theory? The 

answer to t his question is to be found in considering those principles employed in det ermining 

whether, and when, the truth-value of a statement ought to be revised on the basis of a 

recalcitrant experienc e. Here, there are two principles: (i) the maxim of minimum mutilation, 

and (ii) the idea of entrenchment.17 

The basic ilea behind minimum mutilation is that we want to accommodate the new 

observatim (i.e., the truth of the new observation staterrent) into the existing theory with as 

little disturbance to the remainder of the theory as possible (1992, 14-16). Colloquially, the 

idea is "not to rock the boat more than need be" (1992, 15), and according to Quine this 

maxim reflects "our natural tendency to disturb the system as little as possible" ([ 1951] 1961, 

44). 

Importantly, the maxim of minimum mutilation alone willnot suffice to govern or even 

assist in our selection of statements to be revised in light of a recalcitrant experience. After 

all, ifthe degree of mutilation to a theory is measured quantitatively, then there is an obvious 

choice for revision in the face of any particular recalcitrant experience. Any recalcitrant 

17 Frequently, Quine uses the phrase "minimum mutihtion" to irxlicate both of 
these principles. I separate them in an attempt to mark the quantitative and the qualitative 
criteria required in the choice of revision. 
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experience may be accommodated in any theory merely by revising one statement: the law of 

non-contradiction Indeed, by giving up the law of non-contradiction, we would solve all 

pro blems concerning theoretical revision at once! Yet, Quine does not suggest that we simply 

surrender the law of non-contradiction. So, theremustbe some qualitative criteria which also 

infurm our choice of statements to revise. 18 

Since the maxim of minimum mutilation, quantitatively understood, would act as a 

constant cognitive pressure to surrender the law of non-contradiction, the criteria involved 

in the qualitative seection of statements for revision must be equally steadfast in anchoring 

it in place. Minimum mutilatbn is counterbalanced by the principle of entrenchment which 

recognizes that "[ some] statements may be thought of as rela tive ly centrally 10 cated within the 

total network, meaning merely that littleprererential connection with any particular sensedata 

obtrudes itself' ([1951] 1961,44). Since mathelllltics, for example, "inflltrates all branches 

of our sy.;;tem of the world, ... its disruption would reverberate intolerably [throughout the 

entire theoretical system]" (1992, 15). So, the revision of other statements - statements closer 

18 When viewed over the course of several occasions for belief revision, the 
impact ofrevising the law of non-contradiction (or some proposition deeply entrenched in 
the theory) might be explained quantitatively. Clearly, revising the law of non­
contradiction would permit many more changes in the theory than revising, e.g., the claim 
that "All swans are white." In this sense, it might be feasible to explain entrenchment 
quantitatively, in tenns ofpossible future changes. But, on the occasion of any single 
theoretical revision, the degree of theoretical change which win result from the revision of 
one statement rather than another must somehow be explained in terms of connections 
between statements holding on that occasion It is for this reason that I think that 
entrenchment must be considered qualitatively. 
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to the peripheries of the theory - are to be preferred over the revisim of mathematical 

statements. 

So, the general principle that experience should rock the theoretical boat as little as 

possible has both a qualitative and a quantitative aspect to it. But there is more to the 

principles guiding theoretical revision than just this. Even more important, perhaps, is this: 

the degree to which the theoretical boat is rocked is not an absolute measure, but can only be 

made relative to the overall purpose ofthe theory. For instance, ifthe purpose of our theory 

was merely to accommodate any and all observations, then even entrenchment would not 

securely anchor the law of non-contradiction. 

What, then, is Quine's view on the purpose of theory? In describing the principles 

guiding theoretical revision, Quine claims that "the ultimate objective is ... to choose the 

revision [so] as to maximize future success in prediction" (1992, 15; Cf [1951] 1961,44). In 

so doing, he posits that the purpose of a theory is to accurately predict future 0 bservations 

(presumably while remaining consistent with all past observations). Yet, this is not the only 

purpose which a theory may have; Quine has simply chosen a theoretical goal that suits his 

larger project. Recan that, following Quine, we are using the term '~heory" here as a general 

term for someone's web of belief Any given 'theory' can have a multitude of sorts of 

purposes (from scientiflC to religious to psychological). Further, not only might the 'goals' 

of the 'theory' be mutually inconsistent, but the holder of the 'theory' might not even be 

consciously aware of these goals. 
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The point of this objection is not to take issue with Quine's posited objective: his 

statement of the goals ofscience.19 Rather it is to observe that, according to Quine's holism, 

there are no logical reasons to insulate some statements from revision over others; there are 

only instrument al reaso ns. That is, the entrenchment of a statement in a tl~ory is not a logical 

property of it. Ratrer, as Creath writes, entrenchment is better understood as "reflect[ing] 

our relative willingness to abandon the various beliefs under consideration" (Creath 1990,28). 

Admittedly, our willingness in this regard may be relative to our overall goals, but it may also 

be relative to a number of other things as well And, there can be no unequivocal statement 

of the goal of theory. (Nor does Quine's holism seem to provide us with an 0 bjective 

perspective from which we may evaluate competing theoretical goals.) Indeed, the 

Preservability Doctrine albws that one may choose to insunte any statement in the theory 

over any others. An immediate consequence ofthisis that the law of non -contradiction in not 

necessarily the most entrenched claim in a theory. (In some theories, certain religious or 

psychological claims may be even more entrenched.) So, in the final analysis, the 

entrenchment of a staterrent is explained in terms of the psychologi:al attachment thinkers 

have to it, as manifested by their willingness (or unwillingness) to abandon that claim for 

others through the experiences oflire. 

In summary, according to Quine the ultimate forces of st ability within a theory are a 

19 This is not to say that Quine's statement of the go als 0 f science is 
unoQjectionable, only that I will accept it for the purposes of argument. 
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combination of minimum mutilation and entrenchment. But, since the rocking of the 

theoretical boat can only be understood instrumentally, trere are no absolute principles which 

hold it stable in the waters of experience. Rather, choices regarding revision and preservation 

are the result of instrumental reasoning, made in the context of one's overall goals and 

attachments. For Quine, the truths of logic and mathematics are founded on po licy decisions 

made in the practical context of maximizing future predictive success. 

The [mal point to be made, then, concerning Quine's account of theoretical revision 

returns us to his views on the fuundations of mathematics and logic. Since the principles of 

logic and mathermtics are merely further sta tements in the theory, indistinguishable in both 

function and subject matter, they stand on exactly the sarre foundation as all other statements 

in the theory. For Quine, the stability of any statement in the theory is ultimately determined 

by the inteIplay of minimum mutilation and entrenchrrent. 

So, it is ultimately the notion of entrenchment which explains any nece ssity logic and 

mathematics have in Quine'S holism. One might be tempted to say that the laws of 

mathematics and logic are deeply entrenched in a theory because they arenecessary- that their 

necessity explains their entrenchment. But this is not so on Quire's view; indeed things are 

quite the other way around. According to Quine, "mathematical necessity is explained by 

freedom of selection and the maxim of minimum mutilation" (1992,56).20 In elaboration of 

20 Quine is using the expression ''freedom of selection" here as another label for 
the Revisability Doctrine discussed above. 
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this point, Quine writes the fonowing: 

If asked why he spares mathemat ics, the scientis t will perhaps say that its laws 

are necessarily true; but I think we have here an explanation, rather, of 

mathematical necessity itself. It resides in our unstated policy of shielding 

mathematics by exercising our freedom to reject other beliefs instead.(1992, 

15) 

So, according to Quine, the necessity of logic and mathetmtics is the result of an "unstated 

policy" that we should hold logical and mathematical expressions as more firmly entrenched 

in our theory than other kinds of statement. While they are, in principle , refutable on the basis 

of experience, we simply choose to revise other statement s instead because it is more efficient 

to do so in light of the overall scientific goals of our theory. 

§4.7 - From Holism to Psychologism 

Having thus articulated Quine's views co nceming the ho listic founda tions oflogic and 

mathematics, and the necessity they acquire thereupon, it remains to consider whether Quine's 

account of logic is genuinely psycho logistic. While recognizing that there may well be 

psychological factors which contribute to the entrenchment of a claim, the 'unstated po licies' 

at the centre of Quine's holistic account ofbeli!f revision and preservation are not necessarily 

psychologistic. Further, in vi!w of Quine's chosen goal of predictive success, it would seem 

that minimum mutilation and entrenchment maybe explained independently of psychological 
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considerations.21 Nor does it appear that Quine's account of logic is remarkably 

psycholo gistic either. Indeed, Danas Willard argues that, "When one examines anyofQuine's 

expositions of proofS of logical laws, one finds that they are presented as theoretically 

complete without a single reference to, or invocation of support from, any psychological 

matter offact" (1989, 292).22 At first glance, then, it would not appear that Quine's holism 

is overtly psychologistic. 

Yet, in his essay "Epistemology Naturalised" (1969) Quine echos Mill's 

quintessentially psychologistic dictum that "it [Logic] is a part, or a branch, of Psychology" 

(1865/1867 ch. xx ;1979, 359) claiming that "Epistemology in its new setting ... is contained 

in natural science as a chapter ofpsychobgy" (1969,83). What, in Quine's view, is it about 

this new, holistic setting in which epistemology fmds itselfthat so readily leads to the road of 

psycholo gism? 

§4.7.1 - From the Failure of Reductionism to Naturalism 

For the answer to this question, we start by returning to the central claim of semantic 

21 Again, though, it is not obvious that we could give a justification of this goal 
over others which is independent of psychological considerations. 

22 Ironically, Willard uses this argument to refute Quine's espoused psychologism 
(which is discussed below), instead oftaking it as an indication that either (i) Quine's 
position is not actually psycholo gistic in the first place (despite what Quine himself says 
about it) or (ii) that he (Willard) had mis-identified the location and nature of Quine'S 
psychologism or even (iii) that Quine's position concerning the nature am foundations of 
log ic is no t cons iste nt - that he do es no t fu lly aband on t rad itio nal an ti-psyc holo gist ic 
accounts oflogic despite his own endorsement of a holistic account of belief revision and 
an explanation of the notion of evidence in the psychological terms of sensation. 
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holism: the claim that all statements in a theory which are not observation statements cannot 

be tested against experience individually. Because ofthis, Quine argues that such statements 

cannot be conclusively associated with a unique set of verification conditions. As a result, 

Quine argues that the positivistic ideal whereby scientific theories may be deduced from 

observation sentences combined via bridging laws with analytic truths is unattainable. On 

these grounds, Quine concludes that the notions of justification and evidence that pervade 

traditional epistemology cannot be supported in the framework of holism. Further, in the 

absence of these 'traditional' notims of justification and evidence, we would do just as well 

by turning to psychology when explaining how our observations connect with our theories as 

we would turning anywhere else. 

Quine pre sents this line of argument in "Epistemolo gy Naturalized" where he writes 

the following. 

The crucial consideration fur my argument fur the indeterminacy of 

translation[23] was that a statement about the world does not always orusually 

have a separable fund ofempirical consequences that it can call its own. That 

consideration served also to account for the impossibility of an epistemological 

reduction of the sort where every sentence is equated to a sentence 

[expressed] in observational and logico-mathematical terms. And the 

23 In this chapter, we have been discussing this argument as the argument fur 
semantic holism, and have been considering it in the context o fbelief revision. 
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impossibility of that sort of epistemological reduction dissipated the last 

advantage that rational reconstruction seemed to have over psychology. 

(1969,82)24 

In view of the failure of the positivistic vision of 'reductionism' (what Quine here calls 

"rational reconstruction"), Quine claims that we might as well turn to psychology when 

explaining the relationship between scientific theory and 0 bservation. Admittedly, we cannot 

deduce scientific theory from our observations about the wor ld. But, Quine goes so fur as to 

claim that 'traditional' views invert the actual relationship between epistemology and natural 

science. 

The old epistemology aspired to contain, in a sense, a natural science; it would 

construct it somehow from sense data. Epistemology in its new setting, 

conver sely, is contained in natural science, as a chapter of psychology. (1969, 

83) 

Episterno logy, as a discipline, does not stand outside of, and independently of, natural science; 

rather epistemobgy is a part, or a branch, of natural science. 

Importantly, as authors such as Jaegwon Kim (1988) have pointed out,just as Quine 

24 I will not dwell on the numerous non sequiturs I fmd within this argument, not 
the least of which is Quine's move from the failure of , reductionism' to the bankruptcy of 
all normative notions of evidential relations. Rather I hope that the failings of this 
argument will become evident when the fuilings of Quine's account of holism are 
discussed below. 
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is not merely asking us to abandon the analytic / synthetic distinction, he is not merely asking 

us to abandon the deductive reconstruction of theory from sense-data either. Instead, "it is 

nonmtivity that Quine is asking us to repudiate" (Kim [1988] 1994,40). That is, Quine "is 

asking us to set aside the entire framework of justification-centred epistemology .... [and] is 

asking us to put in its place a purely descriptive, causal-nomological science of human 

cognition." (Kim [1988] 1994,40). Kim argues that such amove demands that we give up 

our notions of evidence (Kim [1988] 1994,42) and knowledge (Kim [1988] 1994,41) as we 

traditionally understand them. Yet, the epistemological naturalist claims that it is precisely in 

natural science that we will find the proper explanations of these epistemological concepts. 

Moreover, it is Quine's naturalism that leads him to psychologism. So, the first reason 

why Quine's picture is psychologistic is because he adopts some version of epistemological 

naturalism, whereby epistemological properties - in whatever sense we may properly speak 

of them - are explained by natural, causal processes (see my §1.6.2). In addition to this 

naturalism, Quine tacitly accepts the Relevance of Psychology thesis which claims that the 

natural processes relevant to the naturalized epistemologist are psychological processes (see 

my §§ 1.6.2.1 and 1.6.2.2). 

Indeed, this is the lire of reasoning Quine uses to advocate what Komblith ([ 1985] 

1994, 3-4) has called the "replace:rrent thesis" whereby "epistemological questions may be 

replaced by psychological questions" (Komblith [1985] 1994,4). On Quine's vision, then 

[E]pistemology still goes on, though in a new setting, and a clarified status. 
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Epistemology, or something like it, simply fans into place as a chapter of 

psychology and hence of natural science. (1969, 82) 

So, the first source of Quine's psychologism comes from his view that natural science will 

provide the best explanation of the relationship between theory and observation, and that, of 

the natural sciences, psychology is the candidate best suited fur this task. 

§4. 7.2 - From Observation Sentences to Sensory StiITlllation 

There is, though, a second source of Quine 's ps ycho log ism which is to be found in his 

acco unt ofthe just ification we ha ve for 0 bservat ion sta tement s themselves. Reca 11 that Qu ine 

gives a privileged place to observation in the scientific process, and a corresponding place to 

observation statements in scientific theories. 

F or Quine, the concept of observation is not rigorous enough to form a basis for the 

foundations of scientific knowledge. He complains that it is "awkward to analysze" (1992, 

2) and that "a gulf yawns between ... [objects of observation] and our immediate input from 

the external world" (ibid.). So, in order to explain this vague notion of observation, Quine 

resorts to the notion of sensory stimulation. Presumably, Quine firrls sensory stimulation a 

more scientifx:ally rigorous concept because it may be quantified and treasured Further, 

Quine takes it as unobjectionable that sensory stiITlllations are those things that are 

immediately given to us in experience, and as such that they must serve as the beginning 

points in our chains of knowledge. 

Because Quine treats sensory stimulation as a scientifIc and quantifJable concept, he 
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offers a fairly technical definition of stimulation, which goes as fonows. "By the stimulation 

underg one by a subj ect on a given occasion I just mean the temporally ordered set of all those 

of his extroceptors that are triggered on that occasion" (Quine 1992,2). Yet, it is not just 

that sensation is a quantifnble concept where observation is not. More importantly, the very 

notion of sensation is completely naturalized, whereas observation lmy be interpreted 

normatively. Further, since stimulation is a physiological process which occupies a place 

(though perhaps an end place) in the chain of cognition, it may be seen as a psychological 

process. 

So, it is with the naturalized and psychological notion of sensory stimulation that 

Quine hopes to explain the concept of observation. Indeed, Quine claims that with the help 

of stimulation "[0 ]bservation then drops out as a technical notion. So does evidence, if that 

was [defined exclusively in terms of] observation. We can deal wi th the question of evidence 

for science without the help of 'evidence' as a technical term" (1992, 2). Already it maybe 

seen that the exp lanation 0 f observa tion by stimulation is a route to the naturalization of the 

concept of evidence fur observational sentences. Thus, just as Quine sought to naturalize the 

concepts of evidence and justification as they apply retween sentences in a theory, so does 

he hope to naturalize the concept of evidence we apply to those observation sentences which 

stand at the very boundary of theory and our experience of the world. 

In this vein Quine argues that "[a]ny realistic theory of evidence must be inseparable 

from the psychology of stimulus and response, appled to sentences" (1960, 17). Indeed, 
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Quine does not merely claim that psychology is necessary for epistermlogy. He seems to 

claim that psych010gy is sufficient for epistemology when he writes that "[ w ]hatever evidence 

there is for science is sensory evidence .... The stimulation of his sensory receptors is all the 

evidence anyoody has to go on, ultimately, in arriving at hispictureofthe work!" (1969, 75). 

Since the only evidence we can have for a theory is sensory, and since sensation is a natural, 

psychological process, Quine claims that the best way of accounting for the relationship 

between theory and evidence qua sensation is to simply describe the causa~ psychological 

processes by means of which we proceed from sensation to theory. Thus, Quine immediately 

continues the passage just quoted with the rhetorical questions: ''Why not just see how this 

construction [of theory from sensation] really proceeds? Why not settle for psychology?" 

(1969, 75). Here again we see the replacement thesis whereby Quine suggests that 

epistemological questions may simply be replaced by psychological questions. 

§4.7.2.1 - A Chomskian Objection to Stimulus Meaning 

On Quine's account, then, stimulation is to replace observation, and the scientific 

description of stimulus and response is to replace a normative account of evidence and 

justification. At the risk of a brief digression, it is worthwhile to consider a preliminary 

objection to Quine's proposal that the epistemic dimensions oft he concept ofobservatim may 

be explained with the naturalized notion of stimulation. 

A preliminary objection to thi<; strategy is one ofthe same sort that Chom;kymade of 

B.F. Skinner's behaviourism in his seminal 1959 review of Verbal Behaviour. Skinner's 
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project in this landmark work was to extricate any mentalistic (or cognitive) terminology from 

psycholo gy, replacing it with an exclusively behaviouristic lexicon. That is, an of our 

behaviour - including the most complex forms of linguistic behaviour - could be explained 

completely in terms of stimulus and response, and the bws of psycholo gy are properly seen 

as laws connecting stimulus to response. Chomsky's point - which started the cognitive 

revohItionin psycoology, and was a precursor to many ofthe functionalist positions presently 

available in the cognitive marketplace - is based on the idea that, for any given response, the 

stimuhIs is overdetermined. 

Consider a similar point in an epistemological - as opposed to an explanatory -

context. Suppose I am looking for the justification a suqject, S, has for believing (affirming) 

that, B, there is a bird on the windowsill. Suppose further that the belief that B is true, and 

that the subject knows this by seeing the bird, and that we want to expbin S' s justifIcation 

exclusively in terms 0 f the stimulation und ergo ne by him (as Qu ine has defined it above). The 

problem for such an account is that all kinds of sensory stimulation may be going on at the 

periphery ofS's body and the external world. Since S's stilllliation is defmed as "all those 

of his extroceptors that are triggered on that occasion" (op. cit.), S does not only have the 

sensation of seeing the bird. Instead, at that instant, S is exposed to (and even aware of) a 

multitude of sensory information, most of which is completely irrelevant to the particular 

claim whose justification is at issue. Perhaps S also feels the pangs 0 f hunger, and the 

soreness in his back. Perhaps S hears the sound of the wind rustling the leaves of the trees 
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which he also sees through his wimow. None of these, nor any of the other multitude of 

sensations is relevant to the claim at issue - except one: the seeing of the bird on the sill So, 

this notion of a stimulation may well be overdetermined, and may have to, in the end, be 

governed by the ill-defined notion of the observation that we had initially hoped to clarify. 

Facedwith such a situation, as Chomsky po inted out, all too often the scientist- in this 

case the naturalized epistetmlogist - selects the stimulus only after the response has been 

observed, and the selection ofthe stimulus (ie., cause) (out ofthe many possible candidates) 

is determined teleologically by the observation of the response (i.e., effect). Yet, this move 

is decidedly anti-scientific. Hence Chomsky objects to Skinner's behaviourism saying, "But 

the word 'stimulus' has lost all objectivity in this usage .... We identify the stimulus [only] 

when we hear the response .... We cannot predict verbal behavior in terms ofthe stimuli in the 

speaker' s environ~nt, since we cannot know what the current stimuli are until he responds" 

(1959, 32). The fact is that the normallevel of sensory stimulation completely overdetermines 

any genuinely naturalistic identification of the respon~, let alone any explanation of the 

psychological or epistemological connection that obtains between them. For this reason, 

Chomsky criticized Skinner's model as smuggling in a cognitive framework which Skinner had 

claimed to forsake in favour ofbehaviourism. 

In the case of Quine, the consequence of this objection is that the essentially 

normative epistetmlogical concepts such as evidence, reason or grounds are being smuggled 

back into the ostensibly naturalised model when the selection of one sensory stimulus is 
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preferred to another on the basis of an observed output (i.e., belief, claim or conclusion). 

Indeed, it is curious that Quine would advance such a disenfranchised position more than a 

generation after it had been virtually abandoned (at least in such naive terms) within the 

psycholo gical community. 

§4.8 - Arguments Against Quine on tre Concept of Analyticity 

To this point we have considered Quine's rejection of the concept ofanalyticity, and 

his accompanying rejection ofthe positivistic account of the nature oflogical principles as 

analytic truths. Since, according to ho lism, the contribution offact cannot be separated from 

the contribution of rreaning when specifying the truth-conditions of any statement, no 

statements are purely analytic. Rather, every statement in the theory is subject both to the 

Preservability and the Revisability Doctrine. The fOlmdations of all staterrents in a theory­

the propositions of logic and arithmetic included - are cast within the mould of minimum 

mutilation and entrenchment. These two principles guide our revision and preservation of 

individual statements in light of the 'evidence' provided by our senses. These are not absolute 

or logical principles, but are at best instrumental and perhaps even psychological principles. 

Indeed Quine even goes so far as to claim that the epistemological relationship between 

sensation and theory, as well as the epistemological relationships between different 

components of theory, are best explained naturalistically using the principles ofpsychology. 

In the final sections ofthis chapter I move to articulate a concerted series 0 f objections against 

Quine's picture ofsemantic holism and epistemological naturalism. 
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§4.8.1 -In Honour of the Defence ofa Dogma 

Quine's arguments against the positivistic account of logical principles as analytic 

tru ths admit of several levels of criticism. Some of these arguments may be directed against 

Quine's criticism of the concept of analyticity itself. Of these arguments, Grice and 

Strawson's (1956) "Defense ofa Dogma" deserve our consideration. 

Grice and S tr aws on begin their critical analysis of Quine's argument in "Two Dogmas" 

by linking the point of his critique to the manner in which he carries it out. Quine might be 

read as trying to convince us to dry-dock an otherwise seaworthy conceptual distinction. Yet, 

Grice and Straw son note that Quine criticizes neither the clarity nor the utility of the analytic 

/ synthetic concept-pair (1956, 141). Instead, Quine challenges the integrity ofthe di<;tinction 

itself, and with it the coherence ofthe concepts that mark its boundaries (Quine [1951] 1961, 

36-37). "That there is such a distinction to be drawn at all is an un empirical dogma of 

empiricists, a metaphysical article of faith" ([ 1951] 1961, 37), Quine writes. Hi<; method ror 

doing this involves smwing that we have no satisfuctory explanation of the difference 

supposedly marked by this distinction (ibid.). And, Grice and Strawson seem to put their 

finger on Quine's criterion for explanatory adequacy when they write that "it would seem that 

Quine requires of a satisfactory explanation of an expression that it should take the form of 

a pretty strict definition but should not make use of any member ofa group ofinterdefinab1e 
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terms to which the expression belongs" (1956, 148)?5 While this may at f]fst seem an 

inordinately high standard fur our explanations of concepts to rreet, we should perhaps not 

criticise Quine fur his rigour so long as he is evenhanded in applying it. 

§4.8.2 - Using Observation to Define Analyticity 

But as it turns out, Quine is not so equitable in his adherence to the rigorous 

specification of concepts. Recall that Quine's notion of sensation is hopelessly under-

determined (see my §4.7.2.l) and that his notion of an observation statement is decidedly 

vague around the edges (see my §4.6.2). Moreover, it does not appear that Quine's dismissal 

of analyticity is accidental in this regard. Rather, Quine's intolerance seems a bit more 

deliberate. 

To see this, recall Quine's characterization ofobservation sentences. In the first place, 

observatbn sentences are not syntactically distinguished from other statements in the theory 

(or web of belief), nor are they distinguished semantically by their subject matter (Quine & 

Ullian 1978,23). Rather, observation sentences are distinguished from other expressions in 

the theory according to the following 'straightforward criterion': on the experience ofsome 

particular event, all reasonably competent witnesses to that event who understand the 

language would be bound to unanimously agree on the truth (or falsity) ofthe observation 

25 Creath describes this requirement as follows: "a sufficient criterion of the term's 
use be given in observational terms (and for Quire this rreans physical or behavioral 
terms) as would allow a field linguist not only to describe some natural language umer 
study but also to confirm hypotheses containing the term" (1991, 351). 
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sentence (ibid.). 

Yet, accepting this characterization of an observation sentence, a parallel description 

of analytic st atement s is but a short step away. In a similar way, analytic st atement s may be 

specified as being all and only those statements on which, for all agents understanding the 

language, there would be unanimous agreement concerning the truth-vahle ofthe statetrent, 

no matter which event was witnessed (or indeed whether any event whatsoever was 

witnessed).26 (This might be called a Quinean 'straight-forward criterion of analyticity'.) The 

general point of this attempt at a 'Quine-friendly' characterization of analyticity is to 

recognize tha t there are some statements who se truth we ascertain completely independently 

of any and all observations. Just as observation sentences are "directly and firmly associated 

with our stimulations" (Quine, op. cit.), these sentences do not seem to be associated with 

our sensory stimulations whatsoever. As such, our attitude towards such statements, and our 

method of ascertaining their truth requires some sort of explanation. 

Quine might attempt such an explanation by sajing that those statements picked out 

by the Quine-friendly 'straightforward criterion of analyticity' are merely those statetrents 

which we choose to shelter behind the Preservability Doctrine. Such a response might albw 

Quine to retain the Revisability Doctrine and his account on which analytic statements do not 

26 NB: I am not proposing this as a definition of analytic statements. Rather, I 
claim that Quine, in advancing his notion of observation sentences, is corrnnitted to 
accepting this as a characterization ofanalyticity. 
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have a unique foundation or epistemic status. Surely, though, at this point the fuct of our 

universal agreement becomes a phenorrenon deserving 0 f considerab Ie explanation. Further, 

at this point our justification for our acceptance of such statements would seem to become 

relevant also. Yet, Quine does not consider our test imony regarding our acceptance of such 

statements - specifically our testimony that our reasons for accepting some statements have 

nothing whatsoever to do with experience - to be reliable?7 

Admittedly, neither Quine'S account of observation statements nor the above account 

of analyticity is without its pro blems. The point is that the problems of each will be 

remarkably similar. As one might expect, there will be clear cases and borderline cases, and 

perhaps even co mpletely cont esta ble cases. There may be occas ional disagreement among the 

relevant group of language users. Also, their attitudes towards these statements might well 

change over tirre. The point is that Quine is willing to tolerate an of these ambiguities for 

observation sentences, but none of them for analytic statements. Yet, if Quine is willing to 

permit such a definition of observatbn sentences, it is only prejudice that prevents him from 

admitting an analogous account of analytic statements. But instead, Quine does not even 

consider a pragmatic approach to characterizing analytic statements, let alone a pragmatic 

27 Since composing this section, I have learned that sorre advocates ofa post­
Quinean position (specificany Donald Davidson) have used considerations of this sort to 
argue that Quine should give up his notion of an observation sentence as well as the 
notion ofanalyticity. 
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account that is practically in front of his eyes fur all to see?8 

§4.8.3 - A Dogma Worth Defending 

It should be evident then that, as Grice and S trawson claim, "[ t]he fact, ifit is a fact, 

that the expressions cannot be explained in precisely the way which Quine seems to require, 

does not mean that they cannot be explained at all" (1956, 149). Indeed, that Quine is not 

satisfIed with our explanation of a concept should not constitute suffIcient grounds for our 

giving it up. 

Rather, Grice and Strawson observe not only that there is an established "and not 

who lly disrepu table" (1956, 142) philosophical tradition st anding behind the distinction, but 

further that current practice evidences an "established philosophical use" (1956, 143) for the 

concepts. That is to say, there is considerable agreement in the application of the concept 

pair. On this basis, Grice and Strawson argue that there must be "a presumption in favor of 

the distinction's existence" (1956, 142), and that the burden of proof must be placed upon 

Quine and those wishing to denounce the distinction. 

Further, Grice and Strawson proceed to identify a series of related distinctions, tied 

28 In one respect, Quine does consider a pragmatic appro ach to characterizing 
those statements which are (mistakenly) called "analytic" by philosophers. What Quine 
rejects is the traditional explanation of the nature and fuundation of such statements as 
being true in virtue oftreaning, or true by defInition. On Quine's account, so-called 
'anal)1:ic' statements are merely those which we stubbornly clnose to cling to in the face 
of all experience, even though we could revise them if we wanted. In this respect, what 
Quine rejects about analyticity is not the class of sentences, but their epistemic status and 
foundation. 
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to the analytic / synthetic distinction, which must also be surrendered as a consequence of 

accepting Quine's argument. For instance, to accept Quine's conclusion is to surrender the 

notion of logical impossibility (1956, 150) and admit that we cannot distinguish between 

statements which are merely profoundly unlikely, and those which are a priori impossible 

(1956, 150-151). (In the former case, we can imagine some circumstance - however 

improbable - which, if it in fact obtained, would establish the truth of the sta tement. By 

contrast, in the latter case, the only conceivable way that the statement could be made true 

would involve imagining a contradiction or changing the usual meanings of the terms 

involved) This yields the related point that the acceptance of Quine's argument relieves us 

of the "distinction between that kind of giving up which consists in merely admitting falsity, 

and that kind of giving up which involves chang ing or dropping a concept or set 0 f concepts" 

(1956, 157). Ultimately then, Quine's demmd that we surrender the concept of analyticity 

is a demand that we abandon the idea that there is any difference between conceptual and 

factual change.29 

It is by turning to these related distinctions that Grice and Strawson suggest that we 

may mark the distinction between the analytic and the synthetic in a way that breaks out of 

the 'family circle' of related concepts. While admitting that their approach to this distinction 

29 At this point, I do not put this forward directly as a reductio for Quine's 
position Rather I mention it so as to clarity and to make explicit the full consequences of 
Quine'S holistic semantics. Needless to say, I fmd it to be an objectionable consequence. 
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may be illustrative rather than exhaustive or rigorous, Grice and Strawson suggest the 

following means to distinguish the analytic from synthetic. 

The distinction in which we ultimately come to rest is that between not 

believing something and not understanding something; or between incredulity 

leading to conviction, and incomprehension yielding to comprehension. It 

would be rash to maintain that this distinction does not need clarification; but 

it would be absurd to maintain that it does not exist. (1956, 151) 

Not only is this criteria reminiscent of Hume's own criteria, but it attempts to meet Quine's 

naturalistic requirement that an criteria involved in the distinctim be completely overt, public 

and behavioural. 

So, to give up the distinction between the analytic and the synthetic is to say that we 

cannot make sense ofthe distinction between factual and conceptual change. Yet, Grice and 

Strawson argue that this latter distinction is prima facie sensible. "If we can make sense of 

the idea that the same form of words, taken one way (or bearing one sense), may express 

something true, and taken another way (or bearing another sense), may express something 

false, then we can make sense of the idea of conceptual revision" (1956, 157). This abne, 

Grice and Strawson argue, would count as sufficient reason to preserve the distinction 

between the analytic and the synthetic, "while conceding to Quine therevisability-in-principle 

of everything we say" (1956, 157). 

In this section I have denxmstrated not only that much goo d sense c an be made 0 fthe 
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distinction between the analytic and the synthetic, but moreover that Quine himself is uooer 

a considerable obligation to admit this distinction ifhe wishes to maintain his own category 

of observation statements. Further, fo llowing Grice and Strawson, I have indicated some of 

the many epistemologically valuable distinctions to which the analytic synthetic distinction is 

concep tually related I now proceed to present a series of argument s against Quine's ho listic 

account of the foundations of bgic. 

§4.9 - Arguments Against Quine on Holism and the Foundations ofLo gic 

§4.9.l - The Shallow Inconsistency of Quine's Revisability Doctrine 

We have seen that one of the most radical and controversial features of Quine'S 

epistemological position is what I have called his Revisability Doctrine [RD] - the claim that 

"no statement is immune to revision [on the basis ofa recalcitrant experience]" ([1951] 1961, 

43). RD, which Quine asserts as a consequence of holism, is the claim which most directly 

threatens the character of logical laws as expressing necessary truths. As was previously 

observed, the net effect 0 f Quine's criticisms of analyticity, and his semantic holism, is to 

characterize all sta tement s as c ont ingen t (true in s orne cases but no t in others), and to remove 

necessity from all statements. To accept the Revisability Doctrine is to accept that all 

statements (that is, all components of theory) are synthetic. 

The preliminary objection to the Revisability Doctrine, which marks the shalbw 

inconsistency inherent in Quine's overall position, is that even Quine does not maintain such 

a position consistently. That is, Quine (and an other adherents to RD) do not - and cannot-
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consistently believe that all statements are revisable on the basis of a recalcitrant experience. 

There has to be at least one exception - even for Quine. While for most of the rest ofus this 

exception would be the law ofnon-co ntradiction, for Quine it wou ld appear tha t the sta tement 

is the Revisability Doctrine itself. To see this consider the question: what experience would 

serve as a suitable refutation of the dictum that every statement is revisable on the basis ofa 

recalcitrant experience? More generally, what evidence would Quine accept as establishing 

(or even contributing towards establishing) that the Revisability Doctrine is false? It is no 

simple oversight that Quine does not provide any criteria for the refutation ofRD anywhere 

in his writings. Why? Because Quine does not see RD as refutable, let alone refutable on the 

basis of a recalcitrant experience. 

A possible response to my objection that Quine does not take RD to be revisable is 

to claim that RD is in principlerevisab'£, it isjust that we never actuallyrevise it. Indeed, the 

fact that Quine never actually revises RD is not sufficient evidence for the claim that he does 

not hold it to be revisable. But consider the rather precarious position Quine'S theory is in. 

Either RD is revisable or it is not. If it is not revisable, then it is false, and Quine must 

abandon it along with significant aspects of his holistic theory. So, suppose that RD is 

revisable; now, either RD gets revised (in fact), or it does not. Yet, ifRD actually is revised, 

Quine must again surrender RD as well as significant tenets in his semantic holism. So, the 

only way that Quine may consist ently hold his Revis ability Doc trine is to ho ld that the do ctrine 

itself is revisable, but it just so happens that it never gets revised. One way Quine might try 
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to explain why it is that we never seem to revise RD is to claim that it is true. This raises the 

important questions: what is it about RD that makes it true? What are its truth conditions? 

Answering these questions is crucial because the claim that RD is true is not entirely sufficient 

to support the precarious position it occupies in Quine's theory. For RD to be acceptable, it 

must not only be true but it must also be possible that it be false. Paradoxically, ifRD does 

not meet this condition - that is, ifit is held to be necessarily true, or true a priori - then it is 

self-refuting and cannot be held consistently. 

So, we now return to the question of, under what conditions would RD be mIse, 

according to Quine? Under what circumstanc es is RD to be revised? More to the point what 

recalcitrant experience would count as evidence - sufficient evidence - towards establishing 

the falsity ofRD? Yet, Quine never provides us with any such truth / revisability conditions 

for RD. 

So, that we do not ever, in fact, revise RD is no challenge to Quine's theory, so long 

as it alway.; remains possible that we do so. Yet, my claim that Quine does not take RD to 

be revisable in principle is not based merely on the claim that we do not, in fact, revise it. 

Rather, it is based on the claim that Quine never provides RD with any revisability conditions. 

And, given the irrportance of RD to Quine'S overall theory, I think that Quine is under 

considerable obligation to provide us with these revisability conditions. 

Seeing that Quine does not meet this obligation, I will speculate upon what such a 

condition might look like. The only obvious revisability condition for RD seems to be this: 
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Our attitude to RD should be revised when we are presented with a statement which is not 

revisable on the basis ofa recalcitrant experience - that is a statement whose truth-conditions 

are completely independent of any matter of fact. (To me, RD seems like a promising 

candidate, and might be considered as frrst in the queue!) Yet, under Quine's holism, there 

are no such statements. Moreover, that there are no such statements is no mere contingent 

truth for Quine. Rather, it is a priori impossible to provide one, since, according to Quine, 

there is always a factual component to the truth conditions of every statement. So, no 

counter-example we could ever produce would convince Quine to revise RD. This situation 

should produce a serious question as to whether Quine does indeed hold that RD is in 

principle revisable, and true only as a matter of fact. Instead, it appears that, in Quine'S 

system, it is simply not possible that RD is false. Yet, as I stated above, the impossibility of 

RD's falsehocx:l is alone sufficient to refute RD, and shows that RD cannot be consistently 

held. 

Lastly, it is no defense of Quine's semantic holism, and ofnaturalistic epistemology, 

to claim that the only reason we never revise RD is because it is just one of those propositions 

which we shield with the Preservability Doctrine and stubbornly hold on to in the face of any 

and all experience. At this point, the normative epistemologist may rightly argue with Quine: 

Whib you do hold on to RD, you ought to give it up. 

This is more than an interesting reversal, or an anomalous self-referential paradox. It 

points to a much deeper problem in Quine's thinking. Recan that RD is a consequence of 
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holism, and, according to Quine, observation is the ultimate checking point for a theory. As 

such, the only way of testing Quine's theory is to falsity its consequences (Quine 1969, 75). 

But, RD is not falsifiable; it is not a testable consequence. This is an indication that Quine's 

overall semantic theory is itself not empirically testable. TheaprioricityofQuine's RD does 

not merely establish that Quine's semmtic theory supports certain ioconsistencies. More 

importantly, it would seem that Quine has not set up the theoreticaltenets of his own semantic 

theory as scientifically falsifJable. 

While this should not prompt us immediately to abandon Quine's theory, it should 

provoke our asking some rather pressing questions of Quine. For instance, what evidence 

would Quine accept as counting towards the falsity of his semantic theo!)'? For at this point, 

it would seem that Quine's Revisability Doctrine, as well as his overall theo!)' of semantic 

holism, "is an unempirical do gma ... a metap hysical article 0 f faith" (op. cit.) This marks the 

shalbw inconsistency of Quine's Revisability Doctrine. 

§4.9.2 - The Deep Inconsistency of Quine's Revisability Doctrine 

There is though, another, deeper inconsistency inherent in Quine's Revisability 

Doctrine. According to RD, no statement is immune to revision on the basis of a recalcitrant 

experience, and the law of non-contradiction is itselfincluded within the scope ofthe doctrine. 

Yet, I contend that it is absurd to say that the law of non-contradiction can be revised on the 

basis of a recalcitrant experience. 

The absurdity involved in revising the law of non-contradiction on the basis 0 f a 
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recalcitrant experience, arises from the very nature of a recalcitrant experienc e. What is the 

nature of a recalcitrant experience? A recalcitrant experience is an experience which on its 

own provides sufficient evidence to establish a proposition (an observation statement, in 

Quine' terms) which contradicts (at least) one ofthe statements in a theory. In other words, 

an experience can only be a recalcitrant experience on the assumption that the law 0 f non-

contradiction holds.30 The proposition justified by the 'recalcitrant' experience can only 

contradict some other proposition in the theory if the law of non-contradiction applies. 

Hence the absurdity involved in revising the law of non-contradiction on the basis of a 

recalcitrant experience: one must accept the law in order to revise it. 

This is not to say that one cannot abandon the law of non-contradiction, or even that 

one could not give up the law of non-contradiction in the face of sorre experience or other. 

But,one cannot do so on the basis of some recalcitrant experience. To give up the law of non -

contradiction is to abandon the notion of recalcitrance with it. The moral ofthe story here 

is that the notion of contradiction is bundled together with the very notion of recalcitrance. 

30 This is not to say that the tautology '~(O &~)' must act as a premise in any 
argument where some observation statement, 0, contradicts some hypothesis of the 
theory, ~O, and so prompts revisim of the theory. Rather, it is to say that the meta­
linguistic principle ,~ (ex & ~ex)' (where 'ex' is a meta-language variable ranging over all 
sentence letters) must be accepted, and recognized as informing the very semantics of our 
truth-functional calculus as for instance in the valuation rules for negation ('~'). Indeed, it 
might be said that the law of non-contradiction is partly constitutive of our very notion of 
truth. After alt it is only in accepting the usual semmtics for negation that ,~ (0 & ~O)' 
is a tautology in the first place. More specifically, non-contradiction certainly seems partly 
constitutive of our notion of recalcitrance. 
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We cannot use one as the grounds for ahmdoning the other. 

As with the shallow inconsistency of RD, I do not take this paradox to mark a 

superficill exception to Quine's Revisability Doctrine. Rather, I take it to mark the source of 

a pervasive series of errors in Quine's holistic account o f belief revision. 

According to Quine's model, some observation sentence [0] is justified exclusively 

by experience, and it stands on its own against the oody of theory which it contradicts. 

Moreover, the entire theory itself stands together as a 'corporate body' - as an 

undifferentiated mass of st atement s, with no ne of its co nstitu ents ha ving any special st anding 

in relation to any of the others. Only the two policies of entrenchment and minimum 

mutilatbn determine which of the statements in the theory ought to be revised or preserved, 

and these two policies are not founded on any epistemological or logical principles. 

Yet, we have just seen that the observation staterrent [0] does not stand on its own 

against the body of theory which it contradicts. Rather, it stands together with the law of 

non-contradiction (as a meta-linguistic principle), and without it there would be no 

contradiction to speak of. Putting this point in more Quinean terms, it might be said that non­

contradiction is not just entrenched in the mass of theory; rather it is entrenched in the 

observation sentence as well And, nor is this the only component of the theory with which 

the observation statement rmst standinorderto occasion a theoretical revision. Rather, other 

statements are also required in order that 0 contradict some other statement [,...,()] in the 

theory. 
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Specific ally, there are a who 1e series of semantic principles which establish and fix the 

meaning of the observation statement, and its constituent terms. For instance, the 

metalinguistic claim that the signs used in 0 mve the same meanings as the corresponding 

signs used in the theory is also required in order that 0 be seen as contradicting ~O. 31 For, 

by Quine's own admission, the link between theory and observation is established by the 

recurrence of the same terms in theoretical and observations sentences (op. cit.). Yet, if these 

'terms' are simply seen as signs (graphemes) with different meanings in different instances, 

no contradiction occurs. Moreover, any expressions which give the meanings ofthese signs 

stand together with 0 in enabling it to contradict ~. As with the principle of non-

contradiction, it does not mtke sense to say that any of these principles will be revised on the 

basis of a recalcitrant experience, for they are themselves part ly respons ible for the recalcit rant 

nature of the experience in the first place. Without these principles, there would be no 

recalcitrance to speak of. So it is simply false to suggest that these expressions may be 

'revised' (especially in respect of their truth-value!) on the basis ofa recalcitrant experience. 

Quine'S explanation that such semantic expressions and logical principles are deeply 

entrenched in the theory, and as such are not suitable candidates fur revision misses the larger 

point that such expressions are not candidates fur revision wmtsoever. Nor is this Quine's 

31 Again, this meta-linguistic claim is not required as a premise in that argument of 
the object language. Nevertheless, it must be accepted in order that the object language 
argument work properly. 

304 



PhD Thesis - David M. Godden Departmmt of Philosophy, McMaster University 

only error on this point. 

Not only does Quine's picture misrepresent the relatbn such expressions have to the 

theory and the epistemological role they have in theoretical revision, but in so doing it also 

misconstrues the nature of theoretical revision. Laudan argues that the idea that we may 

accomrmdate a recalcitrant experience by changing the meanings of our tenns, is "surely a 

Pickwickian sense of 'holding on to a theory come what may,' since what we arehoiding onto 

here is not what the theory asserted, but the (redefined) string of words constituting the 

theory" (Laudan 1998, 326). This would seem to indicate that Quine misconstrues the 

Preservability Doctrine also. 

So, certain truths of logic as well as certain semantic principles stand behind any 

observatbn sentence, not only when the results of 0 bservation are reported back to theory, 

but also when observation meets with experience in the frrst place. Indeed, the list I have 

proposed here maybe seen as decidedly short. Depending on the content of the observation 

statement, many other components of the theory must also be in place in order that the 

observatbn statement contradict some other statement in the theory. For instance, insofar as 

the observatbn statement involves numbers or quantities, the truths of mathematics will be 

required to stand along with the observatbn sta tement. Further, certain stat ements about the 

reliability of our powers of 0 bservation also stand behind our acceptance of the observation 

sentence. In general, any statement or set ofstatements vmich, ifsupposed to befalse would 

discount our acceptance of the observation sentence (as opposed to revising somefeature 
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of our theory) stands along with the observation sentence when it engages with experience 

and reports back to the corporate body. 

So, the fIrst pervasive error in Quine's holistic tmdelofbeliefrevision marked by the 

deep inconsistency of the Revisability Doctrine is that observation statetrents stand on their 

own against a theoryon the occasion of theoretical revision. No observation statement stands 

on its own. Rather it stands with an entire set of logicaL semantic and even theoretical 

principles which are required in order that the observation statement meet with experience, 

relate to a theo!)', potentially contradict that theory and so occasion a revision of it. 

The second pervasive error in Quine's picture is his claim that "the unit ofempirical 

signifIcance is the whole of science" ([1951] 1961, 42). As I noted above (fu. 12) Quine 

backs awa y from this claim with his recognition that some constituents of the theory will be 

unaffected by a recalcitrant experience. For instance, Quine concedes that "[a]ny purely 

logical truth is thus exempted, since it adds nothing [substantive] to what ... [the theo!)'] 

would logically imply anyway, and sundry irrelevant sentences ... will be exempted as well" 

(1992,14). As a concession, Quine amends his holistic model oftheoretical revision to claim 

that it is not the entire 'corporate body' which stands before the tribunal of experierx:e, but 

rather "some middle-sjzed scrap oftheory [which] usually will embody all the connections that 

are likely to affect our adjudication of a given sentence" (1960, 13). But, this is only a 

minimal concession on Quine's behalf, and one which does not properly do justice to the 

reasons actually requiring the amendment in the ftrst place. That purely logical truths are 
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exempt from revision on tre basis ofa recalcitrant experience does not merely mark a degree 

of attrition among the rrembers of the corporate body facing the tribunal of experience. 

Rather, it marks the fact that not all members of the corporate body are held in place 

by entrenchment and minimum mutilation. Since the principle ofnon-contradiction remains 

unaffected by any recalcitrant experience, whatever holds it in place cannot be explained by 

the interplay of entrenchment and rninimlm mutilation. The source of logical and 

mathematical necessity cannot be explained by an "unstated policy of shielding mathematics 

[and logic] by exercising our freedom to reject other beliefs" (1992, 15). No policy is 

required to shieldmatrematicsor logic from experience; rather it is the very function oflogic 

and mathematics in the theory which serves to insulate them from the contingencies of 

experience. Yet, even while making the apparent concession that there are logical reatures of 

statements in the theory which may exempt them from revision, Quine does not question -let 

alone revise - either his Revisability Doctrine or his account of those principles which anchor 

any and all statements in a theory. This marks the third pervasive error in Quine's holistic 

model of beHef revision which is drawn to light by recognising the deep inconsistency of the 

Revisability Doctrine. 

Recognizing that some statements in a theory are not held in place by entrenchment 

and minimum mutilation makes visible the fourth pervasive error in Quine's holistic model. 

On Quine's model, our web of belief only bumps up against the external world as a whole, 

undifferentiated mass of theory. As a result, the external world is the only effective 

307 



PhD Thesis - David M. Godden Departrrent of Philosophy, McMaster University 

'constraint' on the system. Experience does not just mark the "boundary conditions of our 

body of beliefs" (op. cit.), it marks the only boundary conditions on our beliefs. Since there 

is no internal structure to the system, there are no internal constraints on it. The web ofbelief 

never bumps up against the limits of logic; it only ever bumps up against the limits of the 

world. Yet, as we have just seen, some constituents of relief systems are not merely anchored 

in place by the policies of entrenchment and minimum mutilation. Some constituents of a 

theory provide it with the very structure through whi:h it may have a boundary with 

experience. As such, there are internal (e.g. logical) constraints on any theory which provide 

a different set ofboundary conditions for the changes occurring therein. The changes which 

we make to our system of belief are constrained not only by experience, but by logic also. 

The fifth pervasive error in Quine's account of belief revision is found in his claim that 

a theory consists of an undifferentiated mass 0 f statements none of whi;h have any special 

standing in relation to any of the others beyond that which can be supplied by the application 

ofminimummutilation and entrenchment. Indeed, thisis the error whichis perhaps best seen 

as the source of the other errors in Quine's model. Quine is absolutely insistent that all 

components of the theory function as statements, refusing to allow that any expressions may 

have a constitutive, stipulative, regulative or otherwise normative function. Defmitions are 

considered as reports of"prior relations of synonymy" ([ 1951] 1961, 271 while logical laws 

are portra)ed as "further statements of the system" ([ 1951] 1961, 42). Yet, this position is 

simply untenable. As Quine discovered when trying to articulate a 'non-circular' defmition of 
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the concept of analyticity, concepts do not function independently of one another, but they 

work as part ofa group. For example, the law of non-contradict ion is partly constitutive of 

the nature of recalcitrance. 'S tatements' expressing the relations between concepts rmrk 

departmental boundaries within the corporate body. They have a categorically different 

function from statetrents which apply those concepts to the world of experience. 

§4.10 - Departmental Boundaries within the Corporate Body 

Over the course of this chapter, we have seen many of the problems inherent in 

Quine'S picture of the corporate body of theory. Quine's view that observation statements 

stand on their own ignores the role which logical, semantic and theoretical principles play in 

esta blishing the content of observation stat ements, and conrecting them to experience and to 

theory. Quine's claim that the constituents ofa theory treet the tribunal of experience as a 

single, corporate body misrepresents the unique roles of individual constituents in that 

encounter. Further, Quine's claim that the only thing holding any of these constituents in 

place are the policy decisions resulting from the interplay of minimum mutilation and 

entrenchment ignores the fact that some constituents of a theory are secured in their positions 

completely independently of any such policy decisions. In addition to this, Quine'S cairn that 

the boundaries of change within the system are marked only along its frontier with experience 

obscures those constraints imposed by the very structure of the theory itself, and by the 

special plac e that some constituents hold within it. Finally, Quine'S view that allmermersof 

the corp orat e wor kforc e are stat ements which cannot be categorically distinguished from one 
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another according to the ir subject-matt er or functio n misrepres ents the actual jobs which many 

of the constituents of a theory actually perfonn. These pervasive errors should provoke a 

considerable institutional restructuring of Quine's picture of the corporate body of theory. 

What is missing in Quine's picture of the corporate body is the idea that not all 

members of the corporation perfonn the same function. In order for the corporation to work 

properly, different members IIllSt perform different functions, and these different functions 

provide for categoric any different positions within the institution of theory. 

We might think of these differences in tenns of different departments within the 

corpornte body of theory. While I have not conducted a corporate audit to determine what, 

precisely, these departments are, or ought to be, here are some of the departments we might 

expect to fmd within the institution of theory. One department might be responsible for setting 

the goals or objectives of the corporation, and perhaps stating its core values. Another 

department could be responsible for providing the conceptual infrastructure with which the 

corporation will begin to produce testable claims. Still another department might be given the 

responsibility of creatively generating speculative hypotheses about the nature of things and 

how they work. The production end of the corporntion might be seen as the department of 

testable hypotheses; members of this department are the real temporary labour of the 

theoretical workforce. Last ly, there will be some departtrent - or perhaps some set of 

members within each department (a meta-department if you will) - which prescribes the 

relations and connections each department (member) has to other departments (or 
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departmental members). This might be thought of as the department of inter-departmental 

relations. Investigation will surely show that there are more (and pemaps different) 

departments than the few I mention here. 

Notice, though, some of the vistas offered by this new perspective on the corporate 

body of theory. First, each department has a unique function according to which it is 

distinguished from other departments within the corporation, thus recognizing the different 

jobs performed by different constituents of a theory. Secondly, the departments are related 

to one another in ways that reflect their different jobs. As such, no member ofthe corporation 

stands on its own. Rather, each member stands as a representative of the theory - a node 

within the corporate body. Constituents work as members ofa group, and their place in the 

group is reflective of the work that they do. Further, interdepartmental-relations within the 

corporate body are not unifurm. Members ofdifferent departments respond in categorically 

different ways to changes affecting the corporation. Moreover, not every constituent is even 

subject to the effects of cErtain tJPes of change. Indeed, entire departments are insulated from 

changes of certain types. This is not the result of some corporate policy, but rather is 

explained by the very structure of the institution itself. The position of these constituents 

within the corporation is not established by some policy, but rather by the nature of their job. 

Thus, the internal structure of the institution itself places certain constraints on the ways in 

which the corporation oftheory can respo nd to changes 0 f different sort s. So, by reco gnizing 

that different constituents of a theory perform different jobs within the corporate body, we can 
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overcome several of the pervasive problems inherent in Quine's naturalised holistic model of 

theory and of belief revision. 
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Chapter 5 

Conclusion: 

Logic Without a Subject Matter 

§5.l - Psychologism: Its Nature and Controversy 

Psychologism is a thesis about the relation between philosophy and psychology. 

Generic Psycholo gism is the thesis tha t philosophy is dependent on psycho logy. This generic 

the sis can become a source of philosophical controversy when it is specified with respect to 

some particular philosophical domain (such as logic or epistemology), ifthat domain is held 

(on some theory or other) to be independent of psychological consilerations. For example, 

it might be argued that evidentiary (or justificatory) relations can be explained independently 

of psychological considerations. In such a situation, a claim of epistemological psychologism 

(e.g., the claim that the theory of justification is dependent on the outcorre of psychological 

investigation) becomes a site ofphilosophical controversy. 

In this inquiry, we have considered the thesis ofpsychologism in logic - the claim that 

logic is dependent on psychology. Specifically, we have consilered the thesis [ LP*] that 

empirical psychology is necessary for logic. The truths oflogic are frequently considered to 

hold irrespectively of any contingent facts about the world, including psychological facts. 

Further, even ifit is supposed that there are some necessary truths of psycho logy, the truths 

oflogic are often thought to hold whether or not there are human minds in the world, and 

irrespective of how these minds function or are structured. As such, the thesis that logic is 

313 



PhD Thesis - David M. Godden Departrrent of Philosophy, McMaster University 

dependent on psychology has several controversial consequences regarding the nature and 

foundation of logic. 

If psychology is required for logic, then the study oflogic can only take place after the 

results of psycho logical inquiry are known. Ifpsychology is considered an errpiricalscience 

(as it typically is today), then this means that the disciplire of logic is also a posteriori. Yet 

the truths of logic are typically seen as a priori, and not as being justified by any contingent 

facts known by experience. So, psychologism challenges the a prioricity of logic. 

Further, the truths oflogic are twically thought to be objective and not relative to 

particular times, places, individuals or groups. Yet, if psychology is required for logic, then 

it would seem that the truths of logic are not objective, but are relative to facts about human 

psycholo gy. For example, if psycho logy is required for logic, then any explanation of basic 

logical principles, logical laws and logical truths depends 0 n psycholo gy. That is to say, the 

laws oflogic could only be specified (or identified) following psychological inquiry, and any 

explanation of the status or foundationofthese laws would require recourse to psychological 

facts. So, according to psycho log ism, logic isnot oQjective, but is relative to psychology on 

which it depends. On such a picture, the foundations oflogic ultimately rest (at least partly) 

on the ground of psychology. Yet, the ground of psychology does not appear to be 

sufftciently stable to support the infrastructure of logic. 

Not only is psychology typically seen as an errpiricalscience, but the truths of human 

psychology are typically seen as contingent, and as changing over the course of history in both 
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individuals and in the species. (At the very least, it would seemthat such changes are possible, 

and that it is an empirical question as to whether such changes do, in fact, occur.) Yet if 

psychology provides (part of) the ultimate foundations fur logic, then ps;chological change 

could well bring about logical change. Take, for example, take the logical truth '(p & (p ~ 

q)) ~ q'. If the truth of this expression is dependent on psychological facts, then, if certain 

psychological facts about human minds change from one time to the next, it is entirely 

conceivable that the truths and laws of 10 gic could change with them. It is completely 

conceivable that certain psychological changes (whether they are innate or developmental, 

whether they are due to nature or nurture, evolution or adaption) could bring it about that 

'(p & (p ~ q)) ~ q' is :false, and instead that '(~p & (p ~ q)) - ~q' is true. Since the truths 

oflogic are relative to human psycholo gy, nothing inherently prec lude s this scenario. Yet, this 

scenario challenges the timelessness with which logic is typicanyseen. Further, ifwe want to 

admit of logical change,1 the question remains as to whether the correct way to explain such 

change is by recourse to psychological change, or whether such logical changes should be 

accounted for while retaining the objectivity oflogic itself. 

In addition to the possibility oftemporal changes in human psychology, there may be 

regional differences in the facts ofhuman psychology. (Again, at the very least, it would 

I By '10gical change" I mean either a change from one logical system to another, 
or a change within a logical system (e.g., a redefinition of a connective, valuation or 
inference rule, or the addition or rerooval of an axiom). 
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seem that such differences are possible, and that it is an empirical question as to whether such 

difrerences actually occur.) Yet, if psychology provides (even part of) the support for logic, 

then psychological differences could indicate logical differences. For example, if the truth of 

,~ (p & ~p)' depends on psychological facts and these psychological facts vary culturally, 

gene tic ally or even geo gra phica lly ( env ironment ally), then it is ent irely possible t hat the truths 

and laws oflogic vary from one cultural or geographic region to the next. Thus, it is entirely 

conceivable that '~(p &~p)' isa logicaltruthinone culture, while '(p &~p) is a logicaltruth 

in another culture. Yet, this scenario challenges the universality with this logic is typically 

seen. Further, if we want to admit oflogical differences/ the question remains as to whether 

these differences are properly due to psychological differences, or whether we need a different 

way of accounting for these differences that preserves an account oflogic as objective and 

independent ofhuman psychology. 

Importantly, even if there are features of human psychology which are unchanging 

and invariant, the universality and tirrelessness of logic would remain relative to these 

psychological facts, and thus the objectivity oflogic would remain compromised. On this 

scenario, even if the truths of logic did not change with time or vary with place, the truths of 

logic would only hold for human minds, and only for so long as there were human minds in 

the world. Should there be other kinds ofminds, whose basic psychological constitutions 

2 By "logical difference" I mean differences among two or more logical systems 
(e.g., whether somewel~formed-formula is a theorem). 
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were categorically diffurent from our own, the possibility would retmin that these differences 

on their own would give rise to categorically different logics. According to psychologism, 

what is logically true is merely true for us. It would seem, then, that any dependency on 

psychology compromises the objectivity oflogic. 

Finally, psychologism also compromises the necessity of logic. On psychologistic 

accounts, any necessity logical truths or laws might have is relative to, and dependent upon, 

some set of psychological fucts. On this picture, what is logically necessarymaytellus more 

about the nature or operation of the human mind than what is actuany possible or impossible. 

For instance, the concept of necessity might merely reflect the bounds of our own thinking 

resulting from the structure of our minds, or from some deep-seated habits of thinking. 

Similarly, the idea of possibility might mark only what we are capable of imagining, as 

opposed to what might actuanybe true. What is necessary, according to psycho log ism, is 

merely necessary for us. And so it would seem that any dependency on psychology 

compromises the necessity of logic. 

Indeed, this points to what is perhaps the most general philosophical controversy 

presented by psychologism. As Frege observed, logic is inherently connected with the truth: 

the laws of logic are truth preserving? Yet, ifthese laws are dependent on human psychology 

3 A valid argument is one fur which it is not logically possible that the conclusion 
be false given the truth of the premises. Thus, it is often been said that the laws of valid 
argument (i.e., the laws of logic) are truth-preserving. 
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then so is truth in this respect, and logic does oot provide us with the laws of truth, but with 

the laws of our taking-to-be-true (Frege [1918] 1977, 1). Yet, according to Frege, the truth 

of something and our taking it to be true are no t the same, and they should never be confused. 

The truth of something is independent of whether and how we take it to be true. Since logic 

is concerned with the laws of truth rather than the laws oftaking -to-be-true, logic should be 

independent ofpsychology. 

Having inventoried sorre ofthe controversies arising from psychobgism, it is worth 

reviewing some of the reasons one might have for claiming that psychology is required for 

logic. The first step in this project was to determine the sources of psychologism. What 

reasons might one have for claiming that psychology is required for logic? 

§5.2- Sources of Psycho log ism 

The generic thesis that logic is dependent on psycho logy may be informed by a variety 

of different views about the nature or origin of the asserted dependency. Both metaphysical 

and semantic positions have been advanced in explanation of the philosophical dependence 

on psychology. Not only are the standardized formulations of these positions logically 

equivalent, but the semantic thesis of Referential Psychologism effectively encompasses 

psychologism viewed as a reductive or a methodological thesis. 

The thesis of Metaphysical Psycho log ism with respect to logic claims that some 

essential part of the subject matter oflogic is psychological in nature. This view quickly 

produces the consequence that logic is dependent on psychology. If the suQject matter of 
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logic is psychological in nature, then ps)Chological entities recome the proper rearers of 

logical properties and the elements oflogical relations. As such, these properties and relat ions 

are explained in terms of the relevant features of these psychologi:al entities, and the nature 

and foundation of logical relations thus becomes dependent on human psychology. 

Equivalently, the thesis of Rererential Psychologism claims that some entity which is 

necessarily referred to within the logical lexicon is aBo referred to within the psychologi:al 

lexicon. In this case, the logical dependence on psychology arises from the fact that the 

semantics for bgical terms cannot be given independently of psychology. Since the 

propositions of logic are about psychological entities, logical truths are dependent on the 

truths of psychology. Since these truths are, in turn, descriptions ofpsycholo gicalfacts, logic 

becomes dependent on fact s abou t human ps ychology. More over, the truths oflogic w ill have 

the same ultimate status as the psychological truths on which they depend. 

Historically, the question of psychologism has been frequently conceived of as a 

question concerning the proper subject matter oflogic. Yet the equivalence of Metaphysi:al 

Psychologism and Referential Psychologism justifies a semantic treatment ofpsycholo gism. 

The question of psycho log ism may re treated as the question of how the semantics of logical 

tenns ought to be given In this inquiry, we have considered several possible options fur 

explaining the semantics of logical terms - several views on the suQject matter of logic. 

Traditionally, the subject matter oflogic is commonly viewed as inference, which, in tum, is 

characterized as a menta~ psychologi:al process. Closely related to this view is the thesis to 
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which Frege reacted - the claim that Thoughts are like ideas. 

Against such psychological accounts ofthe subject matter oflogic, or of the senses 

of our linguistic expressions, Frege's critical arguments still stand as sound refutations. His 

anti-psychologism on this point endures as a landmark - a boundary stone - bywhich we may 

continue to take our philosophical bearings. Yet the primary business ofthis inquiry has not 

been to defend Frege's critical position against its objectors (historical or contemporary). 

Rather, my aimin this regard has been considerably more modest. I sought 0 nly to understand 

and expound Frege's anti-psychologistic arguments, and the underlying philosophical values 

which motivated him. 

Instead of defending anti-psycho log ism from its critics, I sought in this inquiry to 

approach those questions which are to be found at the site ofFrege's landmark. Regrettably, 

Frege can no longer be seen as offering any clear direction for providing a theoretically viable, 

non -psycho logistic account of the nature and foundation oflogic. Instead of offering us a clear 

path, Frege's landmark :faces us with the question of where we should go from here. What 

should a non-psycho logistic account oflogic look like? How ought we to account for the 

semantics of logical terms? What is the proper subject matter of logic? The work of this 

inquiry has been to address these questions, in an attempt to identify some of those 

characteristics required by any account of the nature and foundation of logic hoping to 

overcome the problems ofpsychologism. 

I have sought to find direction in this matter by looking to the footprints of my 
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forebears. I now turn to a review ofthe semantic ahernatives considered over the course of 

the inquiry, marking the successes and the failings of each strategy. From the remains of each 

of these theories I draw a set 0 f criteria which a successful response to psychologism must 

meet. 

The first, and most basic, of these criteria stems from the idea that any acceptable 

response to psychologism must no t itse If succumb to the ep istemolo gical pro blems posed by 

psycholo gismo Indeed, not only should a response to psychologism not display these 

psycholo gistic symptoms, but it should be manifestly free of them. So, the first criterion that 

any non-psycmlogistic theory must meet is: 

(i) Any acceptable response to psychologism must successfully explain the nature and 

foundation of logic in such a way as to preserve those desirable modal and 

epistemological properties which are the source of the psychologism controversy in 

the fn·st place. 

If no account of the nature and foundation of logic can provide it with the qualities of 

objectivity and necessity, then there seems litt Ie reaso n to p refer a non-p sychologistic acco unt 

to a psycho logistic one. With this initial criterion in mind, let us tum to those strntegies fur 

denying psychologism previously considered. 

§5.3 - Strategies for Denying Psychologism 

One strategy ror denying psychologism is to give an account ofthe subject matter of 

logic on which it has a non-ps)Chological nature. The idea here is that if the subject matter 
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oflogic is not psychological, then logic itself would be independent ofpsychology, and the 

truths of logic could be known, justified and explained without being dependent on 

psychological filcts. 

This was the strategy employed by both Frege (with his Platonism) and Mill (with his 

empiricism). These two options mark the obvious ahematives for a non-ps)Chological 

account of the subject matter of logic. Yet, each of these options presents a unique set of 

problems which are almost as epistemologically terminal as psychologism itself 

§5.3.l - Lessons from Frege 

In the case ofFrege' s Platonism, logic does not treat of a special class of mental things 

( e.g., ideas) or processes (e.g., thinking). Because these psychological entities are subjective, 

individual and epistemically private they are unsuitable to serve as the senses of our 

expressions and as the bearers oft ruth. Indeed, in taking suchpsychobgicalentities to be the 

subject matter of logic, Frege argued that psychologistic logicians relativize logic to 

psychology, making the laws of Thought into laws ofthinking and the laws of truth into 

laws oftaking-to-be-true. As a solution to this pro blem, Frege postulated a kind of abstract 

object which he caned Thoughts. Thoughts are the senses of our declarative linguistic 

expressions; they are a class of objective, abstract entities inhabiting the 'third realm' which 

are 'grasped' by the human mind in the act ofunderstanding language. While this solution 

certainly overcomes the logical and epistemJlogical relativism which Frege saw as resulting 

from psycholo gism, the problems it poses are daunting. Most importantly, the idea that 
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understanding is a psychological process of grasping Thoughts virtually prevents us from 

providing any theoretically satisfactory explanation of this process. That is, accepting that the 

senses of our meaningful linguistic expressions are Thoughts precludes any viable theory of 

understanding. Yet we should not simply trade epistemological relativism for a grand 

hermeneutic mystery merely because we desire objectivity in truth and logic. Rather, the 

foundations of objectivity must be plain, and plainlyvisible - a landmark which may re grasped 

by all, if you will. 

So the second criterion that any acceptable, non-psycho logistic account of the nature 

and foundation of logic will have to meet is this: 

(ii) Iflogic treats of some subject matter, then, whatever that subject matter is determired 

to be, we must re able to have adequate knowledge of it. 

That is, iflogic is to retain the desirable epistemic properties sought by anti-psychologism and 

if the just ification 0 f logical truths is grounded in the know ledge of some particular subj ect 

matter, then a non-psychologistic theory must be able to explain our knowledge ofthat subject 

matter. Should we be unable to explain our knowledge oflogic's subject matter, we would 

be unable to justify our ascribing those properties to logic. As such, logic (even if it were on 

a sound metaphysical platform) would be left without an epistemically stable foundation. 

In Frege's case, this requirement takes a more specifIC form. Since Frege took the 

subject matter oflogic to be Thoughts, Frege must explain how we come to have knowledge 

of the senses o fsent ences. That is, not only must Frege provide a non-psychological account 
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ofthe nature of sense, but this must be accompanied by an account ofthe grasping of senses. 

That is, Frege must provide a viable theory of understanding. To anticipate this strategy, two 

additional crit eria for any ac cep table non-p sycho logistic acc ount 0 flogic may be added to our 

list. 

(iii) If the principles of 10 gic are explained in terms of the meanings of our linguistic 

expressions, then the nature of meaning must be explained independently of 

psycholo gy. 

(iv) If the principles of 10 gic are explained in terms of the meanings of our linguistic 

expressions, then it must be accompanied by a viable theory of understanding. 

Indeed, any answer to psychologism which claims that the subject matter oflogic is 

to be found in the meanings of our linguistic expressions, must provide for our know ledge of 

meaning. At minimum, such a theory will have to provide a set of criteria which will 

determine, fur any given linguistic expression, whether, in most normal situations, a person 

understands it. These criteria will have to be publicly verifiable, in such a way that normal 

speakers of the language may employ them as they go about their day-to-day linguistic 

activities. This is not to say that a philosophically acceptable theory ofunderstanding must 

explain whatever processes (psychological, neuro logical, etc.) may actually be involved in the 

proper application of these criteria. In this respect Frege was right: that is a task for the 

psychobgist. What is required, though, is that these criteria be public and that we be 

manifestly able to employ such criteria in determining whether linguistic agents understand 
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one another. 

§5.3.2 - Lessons from Mill 

Mill's empiricism promises to meet this second criterim (in its gereral rorm) by 

claiming that the subject matter of logic is not some set of abstract entities with which our 

epistemic relationship is theoretically opaque; rather the proper subject matter oflogic is the 

concrete particular objects of our every-day experience. The subject matter oflogic is the 

same as the subject matter of experience. In making this claim, Mill dissolves any unique 

epistemological problems raised by logic. Our knowledge of logical truths is of exactly the 

same sort as our knowledge of all other sorts of truths; the only thing we must explain is our 

knowledge of objects in the every-day world, and this will serve as the foundations for our 

knowledge of logic also. 

Yet, while Mill's view that the objects of experience comprise the proper subject 

matter of logic explains our knowledge oflogic, it does not seem to provide logic with a 

satisfactory foundation. Specifically, it camlOt support the modal and epistemic properties we 

typically attribute to logic. For Mill, the expressions oflogic, at least insofar as they are real 

propositions, are of exactly the same character as laws of nature and empirical 

generalizations.4 Being grounded in experience, our knowledge of, and justif£ation for, 

4 I do not discuss here the account of logic whereby the principles of logic are 
merely 'verbal' propositions, or on which logic is confined to 'apparent' inferences. The 
subject matter of verbal propositions is the meanings (or connotations) ofwords, while 
the subject matter of real propositions is the objects of experience. Yet Mill holds that all 
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these general and universal propositions is incomplete. Since we have not had experience of 

each and every instance contained in the generalization, we cannot be certain of it. At best, 

our knowledge of these types ofpropositions is hypothetical. Moreover, such propositions 

are by no means necessary. It is always conceivable that things could be other than we have 

experienced them (to this point), and for this reason we must continually check our 

knowledge against our experience. Even such basic 10 gical principles as the law of non-

contradiction Mill takes to be justified by each of our experiences, inchlding our mental 

experiences. (In this respect, Mill's position is similar to Quine's. Even the law of non-

contradiction, in being grounded (at least partly) in the facts of experience, is subject to 

refutation on that same basis.) So, while Min dissolves the unique problem of our knowledge 

of logic, he does so at the cost of many of the desirable modal and epistemic properties 

typically ascribed to the propositions oflogic. Thus, while Mill's response meets the second 

criterion, it fails to meet the first. 

Indeed, any view which holds that the subject matter of logic is really the concrete 

particular objects of everyday experience faces a problem similar to Mill's. Any view which 

holds that "logic is the accountofthe most universal properties of things" (Hahn [1933] 1959, 

152) is committed to explaining the logical properties 0 f these 0 bjects, and the logical laws 

inference involves 'real' inference and not merely 'apparent' inference, so the ultimate 
grounds of logic must finally be explained in terms of the foundations of real propositions. 
The view that the meanings of our expressions are the proper subject matter oflogic is 
discussed below. 
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which apply to them, in terms of the nature of these objects themselves. 

Accounts such as these might be caned tretaphysical accounts ofbgic. The laws of 

logic reflect the basic metaphysical nature of the universe (indeed, perhaps of any universe), 

and logic is founded upon the universal, metaphysical nature of all objects. Such metaphysical 

accounts are capable of providing logic with the desirable properties of necessity and 

objectivity, but have difficulty explaining our certain knowledge ofthese logical laws. After 

all, on such accounts, our knowledge oflogic is ultimately grounded in, and justifIed by, our 

metaphysical knowledge of all things. But, given our limited experience ofthe universe, it is 

not at all clear how we could have knowledge of these basic tretaphysicalproperties. 

In general, then, the problem for any theory of the subject matter oflogic is to give 

an account of that subject matter in such a way as to preserve the desirable epistemic and 

modal propertiesoflogic, while being able to explain how we come to have knowledge of that 

subject matter in the first place. Yet theories which construe the subject matter oflogic as (i) 

a set of abstract objects, (ii) the concrete particular objects of experience, or (iii) the 

universa 1, metaphysical features of all objects each fail to provide a satisfactory solution to at 

least one aspect of this problem. 

§5.3.3 - Lessons from Positivism 

In an attempt to overcome these problems, the logical positivists sought to provide 

yet another account ofthe subject matter oflogic by which logic could retain its objective, a 

priori and necessary character, while avoiding episteIOOlogical problems ofthe sort described 
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above. The truths oflogic are analytical statements: statements whose truth-value is solely 

a function of the meanings of the terms used in them. On this account, if logic may properly 

be said to treat of so me subject matter, this subject matter is categorically different from that 

of any scientific discipline. While the sciences treat of things in the world, logic treats of the 

concepts and categories which we use to describe and categorize the entities of science. 

While science treats of the world of facts, logic treats of the world of meaning. 

Further, the relationship which logic has to its subject matter is of a categorically 

different sort than the relation science has to its subject matter. The statements of science 

describe a pre-existing subject matter whose nature is independent of any statements made 

about it. By contrast, the principles of logic do not describe the world of rreaning - they 

constitute it. As such, the truth of logical expressions does not arise from any sort of 

agreement, correspondence or representative accuracy. Rather, the truth or nece ssity oflo gic 

is the result of the linguistic function which the principles of logic perform within the 

language, theory or system. 

The positivistic account offers some promise for meeting the first two criteria for any 

acceptable, non-psycho logistic account oflogic. In the first place, such an account promises 

to insulate logic from the contingencies of psychology (as wen as the world and our 

experience ofit). The principles of logic are explained in terms of our concepts (the meanings 

of our expressions) which provide 10 gic with its ultimate foundation. Further, our concepts 

are fixed prior to our applying them to the world. So, as long as meaning can be explained 
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independently ofpsychology(i.e., as long as criterion (iii) can be met), the truths oflogic will 

be unaffected bypsychobgical or worldly contingencies. In the second place, a positivistic 

account does not pose any unique epistemobgical problems for our knowledge oflogic. Our 

grasp of logic is explained by our grasp of linguistic rreaning. As such, our knowledge of 

logic only requires that we have a viable account of understanding of language (i.e., criterion 

(iv) must be met). Yet, this would be required of any comprehensive epistemobgical theory 

anyway. 

§5.3.4 - Lessons from Quine 

This positivistic account is the picture Quine sought to reject. Among the featuresof 

the picture rejected by Quine was the view that analytical statements were staterrents 'about' 

meanings - as ifrreanings were 'things' which antecede linguistic expressions, which are in 

turn interpreted as being descriptive of them. (While Quine's point is an important one, it is 

not obvious that the positivists held the view with which Quine here takes issue.) According 

to Quine, meanings are not properly explained as a special class of things of which we have 

a special knowledge. Rather, the nature of meaning is explained through concepts such as 

synonymy (sameness of meaning) and through activities like defmition (or ascription of 

meaning). That is, according to Quine, we require a non-metaphysical account of meaning. 

In giving his non-metaphysical account of meaning, Quine came to accept semantic 

holism, which led him to adopt a naturalized epistemology. Quine's holism has some 

important consequences for the nature and foundations of logical principles. 
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In the first place, the principles oflo gic are not analytic truths; the principles oflo gic 

cannot be justified by, or explained in tenns of, the meanings of our linguistic expressions 

alone. On a holistic semantics, no expression in a language refers to a distinct or uniquely 

identifiable subject matter. As such, there are no statements which are true purely in virtue 

of the meanings of the terms they contain. Rather, both the-way-the-world-is and the 

meanings of tenns contribute to the truth co nditions of every statement. So, the principles 

of loge are just like every other component of a theory in terms of their suQiect matter. 

Further, the principles oflo gic cannot be distinguished according to their function in 

a theory either. For Quine, the principles oflogic and mathematics act as statements, and 

have no special pb within a theory which might provide them a lll1ique foundation or entitle 

them to any special epistemological status. 

This position leads Quine to the view that there is only one genuinely epistemic force 

acting upon theory: experience. Yet, since individual statements do not have a sufficient 

semantic mass to generate ell1'irically testable consequences, they must be tested against 

experience as large groups within the corporate body of theory. This means that recalcitrant 

experiences do not single out any particular statement for revision. Instead, the Revisability 

Doctrine claims that every statement is subject to revision, while the Preservability Doctrine 

claims that any statement may be shielded from revision. Further, there are no logical or 

semantic forces holding statements in place. Instead, the selection ofa statement (or set of 

statements) of the theory for revision occurs as a result of the interplay of the policies of 
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minimmn mutilation and entrenchment. 

This line ofthinking results in a second major consequence for Quine's account of 

the principles oflogic. Since all constituents of a theory - including the principles of logic -

are subject to the Revisability Doctrine, and are only supported by the policies of 

entrenchment and minimum mutilation, the principles of 10 gic do not have a special 

epistemological or modal status with respect to other statements in the theory. Hence, no 

statement is necessarily true, or true independently ofthe-way-the-world-is. 

Quine's naturalistic holism presents several obvious problems for a non-p sycho logistic 

account of the nature oflogic. The first, and most obvious problemis that Quine's account 

fails to preserve the necessity and objectivity of logic and so fails to meet the first criterion. 

But what is important to recognize about Quine's naturalistic holism is not that it fails to meet 

this first criterion, but why it fuils to do so. 

The reason that Quine's holism fails to meet the first criterion is that it fuils to 

recognize the unique function of logi;al principles in a theory. For example, the principle of 

non-contradiction is partly constitutive of the very nature ofreca1citrance, andas such it isnot 

subject to revision on the basis of a recalcitrant experience. Indeed, whatever anchors it 

within the theory cannot be explained by the interplay of entrenchment and minimum 

mutilation. This realization aHows a fifth criterion to be added to the list of standards which 

any acceptable no~ps)Chologistic account of logic should meet. 

(v) Any acceptable account of logic must recognize the unique function of logical 
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principles within a theory or language. 

This requirement does not directly mandate that the principles oflogic be treated as necessary 

truths. Rather, it allows for a stratified holism which characterizes the concepts and 

expressions which comprise language. Although the concepts of our language do not come 

individually as semantic atoms, neither do they come all together as an undifferentiated 

semantic mass. Rather, coocepts are related to one another in categorically different ways. 

Whether or not these are uniquely specifiable ways, we must seek to recognize these 

differences by incorporating them into our theories oflanguage. These conceptual relations 

provide a language with an internal, logical structure. The example of non -contradiction and 

recalcitrance demonstrates that some concepts may be partly constitutive of others. In 

addition, conceptual relations can establish local areas of consequence. (E.g., that a patch is 

blue may have im~diate consequences for a set of sentences attributing some other colour 

to that patch, but no consequences for state~nts pertaining to the size or shape ofthepatch.) 

Conceptual relations suchas these, and the functional differences among linguistic expressions 

can help not only to identify the principles of logic, but also to explain their nature, 

foundation, and status within a language or theory. 

Indeed, the idea that the principles of logic may be distinguished by their linguistic 

function, and that this fuoction contributes to an account of their nature and foundation, offers 

a new strategy fur responding to psychologism. To see this, notice that each ofthe strategies 

considered to this point shares a crucial assumption with the psycho logistic views it seeks to 
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replace. 

§5.4 - From Semantics to Pragmatics: Denying the Subject Matter Thesis 

Each semantic alternative considered so far accepts the premise that logi: treats of 

some subject matter. Psycho logistic thinkers claim either that the propositions oflogic are 

about psychobgical states and processes, orthat fucts about psychobgy somehow determine 

the character and foundation of logi:al expressions. So, by each of these responses, 

psychobgistic bgicians were right to explain the nature and fOundation of bgic in terms of 

its subject matter; their only problem was that they misconstrued the nature of that subject 

matter. The subject matter oflogic is not psychological in nature. For Frege, logic is about 

a set of abstract entities. For Mill, logic is about the objects of our everyday experience. For 

others logic may be about the most general features of the universe, or the most general 

properties of all things. Even Quine's holistic account shares this premise. By claiming that 

logical principles cannot be distinguished from other statements according to their subject 

matter, Quine retains the view that logic treats of some subject matter: it treats of the same 

subject matter as every other statement in the theory, and it does so in exactly the same way. 

Accounts such as these seek to explain the nature and foundation of logic in terms of the 

nature and characteristics of its subject matter. 

From this assumption folbws a basic trethodological approach for exp laining the 

nature of logic. The problem of explaining the status and foundation of bgic is one of 

explaining the nature of its subject matter. On these accounts, the status oflogical principles 
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is a ftmction ofthe degree to which they are supported by their subject matter. That is, logical 

principles function to describe a subject matter, and to the degree that these descriptions are 

accurate (or supported) the logical principles embodying them are justified. 

So, on the assumption that logic describes some subject matter, the only salient 

question which remains to be answered concerns the nature of that subject matter. The 

direction ofthe psychologism debate to this point may largely be explained by its acceptance 

of this underlying assumption, and the methodological approach which follows from it. Yet 

every acc ount cons idered he rein which has taken this approach has fuiled to meet one or more 

ofthe criteria required to provide an adequate, non-psychologistic account of logic. In view 

of these failures, it might be prudent to question the assumption that logic treats of some 

subject matter, and that the justification oflogical principles is to be given in terms of its 

correspondence with that subject matter. 

The claim that 10 gic has no subject matter presents a completelydi:lferent strategy for 

rejecting psychologism and avoiding the accompanying epistemological problems. Suppose 

that logic does not describe any subject matter. Since logic does not treat of any subject 

matter, it cannot be the case that the subject matter oflo gic is psycholo gical in nature. In this 

way, Met aphys ical Psycho log ism is denied. Admittedly, denying that 10 gic describes a subject 

matter does not contradict the claim that logic is dependent on psychology (i.e., Generic 

Psychologism). But, it certainly does not give any prima facie reason to think that logic is 

dependent on psychology. (As mentioned above, the answer to this question win tum on the 
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issue of whether the meaning of bgical principles can be explained without involving 

psychology.) Further, if Generic Psychologism was justified on the grounds that logic 

described a psychological subject matter, but it turns out that logic does not describe any 

subject matter, then Generic Psychologism will require some other justification. 

It is worth taking a moment to clarify what exac tly is involved in the denying the claim 

that logic has a subject matter. After all, throughout the course of this inquiry, I have 

construed logic as the study of necessary consequence. So, is necessary consequence not the 

subject matter oflogic? To claim that logic has no subject matter is to claim that there is no 

class of entities which pre-exist the expressions oflogic, and whose nature is independent of 

the 'statements' made about them. 

To deny that logic has a subject matter should not prevent one from describing logic 

as the study of necessary consequence. Rather, the denial that logic has a subject matter 

serves to characterize the relationship logic has to necessary consequence. The relationship 

between logic and necessary consequence is not analogous to the relationship between 

mineralogy and minerals; and logic is not the mineralogy oflogical relations. Instead, the 

rela tionship betwe en logic and nece ssary con seq uenc e is more akin to the relationship between 

criminal law and criminal guilt or innocence. Without criminal law there is no such thing as 

criminal guilt or innocence, the nature of which is wholly determined by the body of criminal 

law. Similarly, the nature of logical consequence is not independent of the expressions of 

logic, and the expressions oflogic do not function to describe this subject with more or less 
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accuracy. Rather, the nature oflogicalconsequence is constituted by the expressionsoflogic, 

without which there would be no such thing as logical consequence of which to speak. 

Further, the semantics oflo gical expressions are explained in a completely different way from 

the statements of a science. 

So, to deny that logr has a subject matter is to relieve oneself of a certain set of 

ontological commitments held by those seeking to give a metaphysical account of the nature 

and foundations oflogr. But this should oot prevent one from describing logic as the study 

of something, or from claiming that logic has some subject matter in this deflated sense. 

Rather, it commits one to providing a certain account ofthe nature of that subject matter, and 

of the semantics of logical expressions. 

The claim that logic does oot describe a subject matter represents not mere ly a denial 

of Metaphysical Psychologism but an entirely new approach to specifYing the semantics of 

logical questions, and to questions of meaning more generally. The principlesoflogic are not 

distinguished from other expressions according to their subject matter. Rather, what 

distinguishes principles of logic from other expressions is their linguistic function. This 

represents a shift from semantic to pragmatic approaches in explaining the meaning, content 

and foundation of logical expressions. 

The accounts considered so far have adopted a semantic approach to theor~s of 

meaning. As Brandom observes, semantic accounts privilege reference as the primary 

linguistic feature, and explain the practical aspects of language - the employment oflanguage 
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in activities such as understanding, reasoning and inference - in tenm ofthe subject matter of 

those linguistic expressions (Brandom 2000, I). That is, semantic approaches "explain the 

use ofconcepts in terms ofa prior understanding ofconceptual content." (2000, 4). In place 

of this, Brandom advocates "[t]he pragmatist direction of explanation, [which] by contrast, 

seeks to explain how the use of linguistic expressions, or the functional role of intentional 

states, confers conceptual content on them" (ibid.). Pragmatism, then, may be characterized 

by the idea that meaning is explained in terms of use. 

§5.5 - Directions for Further Research 

While an investigation into the theoretical viability of a pragmatic account of the 

nature and foundations of logic is well beyond the scope of the present study, several 

preliminary comments can be made. Firstly, if the results of this inquiry are any indication, 

explanations of the nature and foundations of logic in tenm of its subject matter do not seem 

viable. Any subject matter of which we may have knowledge seems to provide inadequate 

support to the founda tions 0 flogic. Similarly, those abs tract 0 r universa I entities which might 

account for the objectivity and necessity oflogic appear to be ep istemically opaque. As such, 

an alternative strategy which escapes this dilemma presents a more promising approach. 

Pragmatic approaches to the semantics of logical principles promise to avoid this 

dilemma by claiming that it is the function oflo gical principles, not their subject matter, which 

distinguishes them from other linguistic expressions. Thus, a pragmatic approach begins by 

directly addressing criterion (v), and avoids the hurdle presented by criterion (ii). What 
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remains to be seen is whether a pragmatic account of the meaning oflogical principles is 

capable ofproviding an adequate foundation for logic (criterion (i)). It further remains to be 

seen whether pragmatic accounts of linguistic meaning can be provided independently of 

psychological considerations (criterion ( iii)) and in such a way as to permit a viable theory of 

understanding (criterion (iv)). These questions must be left for future study. 

In addition to these questions, there remain those questions which were bracketed at 

the beginning of this inquiry. These questions served to limit the scope ofthis study, and so 

mark the boundaries of its conclusions. As such, these questions deserve serious 

consideration First among these is the question of whether a non-empirical psychology (of 

the sort which is perhaps offered by Kant) would present similarly undesirable consequences 

for the nature and foundation of logic. 

Finally, the issue ofpsycholo gism in other areas, including epistemology and the other 

traditionally a priori sciences such as mathematics, deserves consideration. In general, I feel 

that one of the most pressing questions fur philosophy today is the question of whether the 

notion of evidence, not merely the notion of consequence, can be explained independently of 

psycholo gy. 
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Appendix I: 
Definit ions of "p sycho log ism" 

Baker, G.P.: 
"According to psychologism, a necessary truth is a proposition about mental 
entities. For example, the Law ofNon-contradictbn reports the incompatibility of 
the mental state of believing that p with the mental state of believing that not-p; 
and the inference-pattern modus ponens represents a law of thought, i.e., a natural 
law about human thinking" (Baker 1988, 171-72). 

Baker G.P. &P.M.S. Hacker: 
Psychologism blurs the distinction between logic and psychology by defining the 
rules of logic as "patterns of humm thinking, often as psychological laws 
displaying the nature of the human mind" (Baker & Hacker 1989, 85). 

Ben-Menahem, Yemima: 
"[P]sychobgism is a much more specific error than linking philosophy with 
psychology: it represents a theory ofmeaning based on private ideas" (Ben­
Menahem 1988, 124). 

Bezuidenhout, Anne: 
"The view that the epistemologi:al properties of beliefs or judgetrents depend on 
the psychological processes which are responsible for those beliefs or judgements" 
(Bezuidenhout 1996,743). 

A [Blackwell] Companion to Epistemology (entry by David Bell): 
"With respect to a given subject matter psychobgism is the theory that the subject­
matter in question can be reduced to, or explained in terms of, psychological 
phenomena (mental acts, events, states, dispositions and the like)" (Ben 1992, 401-
402). 

Block, Ned: 
"Let psychologism be the doctrine that whether behavior is intelligent behavior 
depends on the character ofthe internal information processing that produces it" 
(Block, 1981, 5). 

Brockhaus, Richard: 
Psychologism is "roughly the thesis that the meanings of words are mental entities" 
(Brockhaus 1991, 494). 
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Brockhaus, Richard (cont.): 
"[L ]ogical psychologism [is] the thesis that the principles of logic are very general 
empirical hypotheses about the operations of the human mind" (Brockhaus 1991, 
494). 

"Weak psychologism claims that logical principles are inherent in the laws of mind, 
and uncoverable by psychological methods, the stronger version is that logic is 
literally a branch of psychology" (Brockhaus 1991, 495). 

Camap, Rudolf: 
Psychologism is "the wrong interpretation of logical problems in psychological 
terms" [glossary entry] (Carnap 1950,581; as cited in Nottumol985, 23). 

Creath, Richard: 
Psycholo gism is "the view that logic or other branches of philosophy describe how 
people think" (Creath 1990, 25). 

Currie, Gregory: 
Psychologism is "the view according to which we are to give a subjective, mental 
explanation to the nature of ... concepts [like truth, validity and even knowledge]" 
(Currie 1982, 13). 

Cussins, Adrian: 
"Psychologism is the doctrine that psychology provides at least part of the 
explanatory basis fur the constitutive understanding of the mental" (Cussins 1987, 
126). 

"Since I deny that 'psychologism' need bear a prejorative sense, I am not happy 
with the definition of 'psychologism' as a doctrine which confuses philosophy and 
psychology. Instead, I shall adopt an asynnnetric definition which holds that a 
psychologistic doctrine is a doctrine which requires psychology in order to answer 
a philosophical question. The rejection of psycho log ism is the rejection of the 
philosophical relevance of psychology" (Cussins 1987, 126). 

Dummett, Michael: 
Psychologism is "[i] the explanation oflogicallaws as governing the process of 
thinking, and [i~ [the explanation] of the meanings of words and sentences as 
mental contents" (Dunnnett 1981,64). 
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Dum~tt, Michael (cant.): 
Psychologism is "the importation of psychological considerations into logic" 
(Dum~tt 1973, xxiv). 
NB: Both of these definitions are used in the context of articulating the thesis of 
psychologism against which Frege argued. 

Engel, Pascal: 
Psychologism [glossary entry]: "The view that the laws and truths of logic are 
reducible to laws or truths of human psychology' (Engel [1989] 1991, 376). 

"Psychologism in general E the thesis according to which logic describes the actual 
psychological processes of reasoning" (Engel [1989] 1991, 292). 

George, Ro If: 
"eliminative psychologism ... [aims] to replace logic with the empirical 
investigation ofinrerential habits" (George 1997,237). 

"a common element in all but the elimina tive variety is their reductionism, namely 
oflogical relations to psychological ones" (George 1997, 237). 

Grzegorczyk, Andrzej: 
Psychologisml: "The relation of meaning is established by human beings" 
(Grzegorczyk 1998, 109). 
Anti-psychologisml: "The relation of meaning is independent of human beings" 
(Grzegorczyk 1998, 109). 

Psychologism.z: "When we describe the meaning of words we need to refer to 
human behavior" (Grzegorczyk 1998, 109). 
Anti-Psychologism2: "When we describe the meaning of words we do not need to 
refer to human behavior" (Grzegorczyk 1998, 109). 

Jacquette, Dale: 
"psychologism includes any attempt to ground philosophical explanation in 
psychological phenomena" (Jacquette 1997b, 312). 

"Psychologism is a philosophical ideology that seeks to explain the principles of 
logic, metaphysics, and episteIll)logy as psychological pheno~na" (Jacquette 
2001,261). 
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Kornblith, Hilary: 
"Psychologism is the view that the processes by which we ought to arrive at our 
beliefs are the processes by which we do arrive at our beliefs;" (Komblith [1985] 
1994,8). 

Macnamara, Terance: 
Defn Psychobgism: "bgic [is1 a subbranch ofpsychobgy, deriving its 
fundamental principles from psychology" (Macnamara 1986, 1). 

"Psychologism is the name given to the doctrine that philosophy is a study of the 
mind, though I confme it to the doctrine that logi: is a study ofthe mind .... 
Psychologism is opposed by the view that logic is not in any sense a psychological 
study, that it has to do with the truth conditions of sentences and with inferences to 
sentences, all conceived of as independent of any psychobgical state or act" 
(Macnamara 1986, 10). 

Margo lis, Josep h: 
"Broadly speaking, psychologism is a theory about the conceptual and cognitive 
resources on which truth claims of any sort depend: ... Psychologism, then, is the 
denial that there is any principled disjunction, epistemically and subjectively, 
between the cognizing source or scope or epistemic certainty imputed to 
distinctive 'elements' or aspects ofhuman cognition or, short of that, any 
determinate difference in scope or power between would-be elements that, though 
not explicitly disjoint, may be shown to contribute in different modular ways to 
what should count as knowledge" (Margolis 1997, 292). 

Mohanty, J.N.: 
"It [psychologism] is an epistemological thesis, which traces back all 
epistemological questions to some aspects of psychology" (Mohanty 1989, 2). 

"Logical psychologism is the theory that logic is based upon psychology" 
(Mohanty 1997,274). 

Nottumo, Mark A: 
"Psychologism, in its generic form, is the doctrine that psychology provides the 
epistemological and metaphysical foundations for each of the other special 
sciences" (Nottumo (ed.) 1989, Preface). 
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Notturno, Mark A (cont.): 
" 'psychologism' is intended to connote, and to denigrate, the use of psychological 
methods in phibsophical and scientific investigations" (Notturno 1985, 9). 

Pandit, G.L.: 
Reductive Psychologism: "By ... [this phrase] I intend to refer to the traditional 
concept of psycho log ism as a reductionist doctrine according to which logic and 
philosophy must be rounded upon, and in effect reducible to, the laws of 
psychology. Reductive psychologism is traceable piecemeal even in certain 
contemporary philosophical theses which involve confusion oflogicalor 
philosophical issues with psychological ones" (Pandit 1971, 86). 

Methodological Psychologism: "[B]y ... [this phrase] I intend to refer to the 
procedure offormulating a philosophical explication with the help of a 
psychological concept - ie., the procedure of either formulating an explicandum 
with the he1p of a psychological concept or a psychological concept being assigned 
a classificatory role within th formulation ofa philosophical explication" (Pandit 
1971, 86-87). 

Pap, Arthur: 
"Psychologism [is] the tendency to confuse logical issues with psychological 
issues; e. g. if one tried to answer a question of logical validity by investigating 
actual beliefs (however the meaning of this deprecatory word is unclear to the 
extent that the meaning of ' logical' is unclear)" (Pap 1958,435; viz. Jacquette 
1997b,314). 

Skorupski, John: 
" 'Psychologism' may be the view that the laws oflogic are, or hold in virtue of, 
the laws which govern our mental processes, or again it may be the view that 
'meanings' are mental entities" (Skorupski 1984,240). 

Specht, Ernst Konrad: 
" [T]re 'psychologistic treory of meaning' somehow interprets ... [tre meaning of 
a word] as a mental object, as a picture in the sou~ as a representation of the object 
signified by the word, as a thought, etc." (Specht 1963, 118). 
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Stumpf, Car I: 
"'psychologism' ... [is] the reduction o fall philosophical research in general, and 
all epistemological enquiry in particular, to psycoology" (Stumpf 1892, 468; as 
cited in Kusch 1995, 103 ). 

Toulmin, Stephen: 
"Primitive psychologism ... [is] the view that statements in logic are about actual 
mental proce~es" (Touhnin 1958, 86). 

Willard, Dallas: 
Logical psychologism is "the view that the non-normative statements made by 
logicians in their business are about, and draw treir evidence from tre examination 
of, the particular conceivings, assertings, and inferrings of particular persons - a 
range of facts commonly thought to belong ultimately to the science of psycoology 
alone" (Willard 1977,43; viz. Nottumo 1985, 15). 
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