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Abstract

I argue against the traditional reading of Quine’s “Two Dogmas of

Empiricism” according to which Quine presents two arguments—a cir-

cularity argument and an argument from confirmation holism—against

the coherence of an analytic/synthetic distinction. The reading is mis-

taken, I argue, about both the conclusion and the structure of Quine’s

arguments. I defend an alternative reading according to which the

paper is fundamentally concerned with the relation between meaning-

fulness and determinacy of meaning.

1 Introduction

Its reputation precedes it. Readers come to Quine’s famous paper “Two

Dogmas of Empiricism” with some idea about what contribution it is sup-

posed to make: this, we have heard, is where Quine argues against the

analytic/synthetic distinction. Inevitably, readers are left confused. The

arguments for this conclusion are difficult to spot, and not obviously com-

pelling.
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There are, in particular, three interpretive puzzles that I suspect many

readers confront upon approaching Quine’s paper with the expectation of

finding an argument against the analytic/synthetic distinction:

Circularity: In the first four sections, Quine seems to argue that any

characterization of analyticity in terms of other semantic concepts is

circular. But why does this circularity pose a problem for the exis-

tence of the analytic/synthetic distinction? What exactly is Quine’s

circularity argument supposed to show?

Stipulation: Quine seems to concede that we can stipulate our way

to an analytic truth. If we can do so, then why think that there is no

such thing as analyticity?

Logical Truth: Quine distinguishes between two classes of allegedly

analytic truths: the logical truths and the truths that arise from syn-

onyms. He seems to dismiss the former class, stating that the problem

comes from the sentences in the second class. But if the goal of the

paper is to show that there is no such thing as analyticity, why is he en-

titled to dismiss the logical truths? Wouldn’t they suffice to establish

the instantiation of the concept?

I believe that these interpretive puzzles arise, in part, because of a misread-

ing of the conclusion that Quine is arguing for, a misreading that arises

largely because of its reputation.1 To see what is at issue, compare the

1Quine’s exposition also bears a good deal of responsibility for the attributions. It is
worth noting that the original version of the paper, Quine (1951), was revised as Quine
(1961) for inclusion in his collection From a Logical Point of View, perhaps suggesting
that Quine himself took the paper to have expository shortcomings.
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following two claims:

Existential: At least one meaningful sentence is either analytic or

synthetic.

Universal: Every meaningful sentence is either analytic or synthetic.

It is the first claim that is most commonly taken to be, either directly or

indirectly, the target of Quine’s paper. Quine is thought to deny the exis-

tence of the analytic-synthetic distinction. If there is no analytic/synthetic

distinction, then there cannot be any sentence that is one or the other. It

would suffice to show that Existential (and, on this interpretation, Quine

himself) is wrong by producing a sentence that is analytic, something that

it seems we can do through stipulation or by invoking logical truths.

In an influential paper, Putnam (1965) provides exactly this interpreta-

tion, claiming explicitly that Quine denies the existence of the analytic/synthetic

distinction, and drawing out Existential as a consequence: “Thus I think

Quine is wrong. There are analytic statements: ‘All bachelors are unmar-

ried’ is one of them” (p. 36).

In this paper, I argue that we can make better sense of “Two Dogmas”

if we take Quine’s intended target to be Universal, rather than Existential.

Although hardly conclusive, there is textual evidence for this interpretation

in the first paragraph of the paper:

Modern empiricism has been conditioned in large part by two

dogmas. One is a belief in some fundamental cleavage between

truths which are analytic, or grounded in meanings indepen-

3



dently of matters of fact, and truths which are synthetic, or

grounded in fact. Quine (1961, p.20)

If there is a “fundamental cleavage,” it presumably divides all truths, and

not just some of them. But putting the textual evidence aside, why would

Universal, as opposed to Existential, be Quine’s target? Just as it only takes

one meaningful sentence that is analytic to disprove Existential, it only takes

one meaningful sentence that is neither analytic nor synthetic to disprove

Universal. Why would the existence of a single meaningful sentence that is

neither analytic nor synthetic be interesting to Quine? What is the broader

significance of showing that there is no all-encompassing fundamental cleav-

age between two kinds of meaningful sentences?

One reason is historical. Carnap and the positivists needed an account of

the analytic/synthetic distinction that divided up all meaningful sentences of

a scientific vocabulary, in order to explain the a priori in terms of analyticity,

or what Carnap called L-truth. It is for this reason that Putnam (1965)

claims that the analytic/synthetic distinction that survives Quine’s critique

is not very interesting.

According to Putnam’s account, Quine’s larger goal was to undercut

the positivist explanation of the a priori in terms of analyticity. The goal

was to establish Confirmation Holism. What he targeted was Existential,

the failure of which would dissolve the account of the a priori in terms of

analyticity. However, according to this account, Existential is true. There

is an analytic/synthetic distinction; it simply does not provide a ground for

the a priori/a posteriori distinction.
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If this story about what is going on in “Two Dogmas” is correct, Quine’s

paper primarily has epistemological, rather than linguistic, significance. The

problem is that it results in the interpretive puzzles considered above. It is

this story that I dispute here. Quine, I argue, is not targeting Existential.

Moreover, it is for linguistic reasons—reasons having to do with meaning—

that his focus is on Universal.

Why is the text not clearer on this point? I claim that the obscurity of the

point stems from the variegated nature of Quine’s qualms about the concept

of meaning. I suspect that Quine himself was not totally clear about what

he was arguing for or against, in part because he lumped together distinct

worries about meaning. Throughout the paper, he refers to the problem

of analyticity without explaining exactly what the problem is. Before going

further, it will help to disentangle some of these qualms in order to see which

considerations are motivating which aspects of the paper.

We can distill at least three distinct theses about meaning that Quine

thinks are mistaken:

Grounding: The meaning of an analytic sentence is what grounds

its truth. (In other words, an analytic sentence is true in virtue of its

meaning.)

Reification: The meaning of a sentence is an abstract object that a

sentence has.

Determinacy: The meaningful sentences of a natural language have

determinate meanings.
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All of these can be grouped together under the general heading of “the

problem of meaning,” but doing so groups together distinct claims with

distinct problems. The progress that has been made in theorizing about

meaning might, in principle, bolster some but not all of these theses. By

separating them, we can get a better sense of where, if at all, Quine’s paper

remains relevant.

I suspect that Grounding is not the account of analyticity that underlies

most philosophers’ intuitions in support of the distinction. So, its falsity

would not sway many philosophers into rejecting analyticity. In addition,

many philosophers do not share Quine’s qualms about Reification. Despite

the successes of formal semantics, I claim that the enduring linguistic signif-

icance of Quine’s arguments lies in his rejection of Determinacy. Moreover,

I claim that it is Quine’s rejection of Determinacy that explains the over-

all structure of “Two Dogmas” and it is his rejection of Determinacy that

explains the significance of targeting Universal over Existential.

In short, I claim that Quine’s paper is best understood as being largely

concerned with the relationship between meaningfulness and determinacy

of meaning. How could there be one without the other? Seeing what Quine

had in mind is key to understanding why the paper unfolds as it does. Before

turning to the issue of metasemantics and the thesis of Determinacy, which

I take to lie at the heart of Quine’s paper, I begin by looking at Grounding

and Reification. Then, after explaining Quine’s rejection of Determinacy, I

argue that we can make sense of the three interpretive puzzles considered at

the start by treating this rejection as central to Quine’s aims.

6



2 Grounds and Guarantees

I suggested above that Grounding is not the account of analyticity that

underlies most philosophers’ intuitions in support of the distinction. There

is a close cousin of truth in virtue of meaning, which it will be helpful to

distinguish from it, namely truth guaranteed by meaning.

To say of a given sentence that it is true in virtue of its meaning suggests

that the meaning is what makes the sentence true. It is to this notion of

analyticity that Quine’s arguments in “Truth By Convention” are directed.

If Quine’s arguments succeed, then even a sentence like (1) is not made true

by the meaning of the sentence alone.

(1) It is raining in Duluth right now or it is not raining in Duluth right

now.

This seems, at the very least, somewhat plausible. Sentence (1) represents

the world as being a certain way. Since it is a disjunction, it represents

the world as being one where either the first or the second disjunct holds.

If it is raining in Duluth right now, then the sentence is true in virtue of

the first disjunct being true. If it is not raining in Duluth right now, then

the sentence is true in virtue of the second disjunct being true. And each

disjunct is true in virtue of the way that the world is. In neither case is

the meaning alone what makes the sentence true. It is made true by the

meaning—the way the world is represented to be—and the fact that the

world is that way.2

2See (Russell, 2014) and (Boghossian, 1996) for discussion of this point.
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Still, even if we grant the claim that no sentence is made true by its

meaning alone, there is another property that (1) has that seems to mark

it off from ordinary empirical sentences. The meaning of (1) ensures that,

no matter which way the world turns out to be, the sentence is going to be

true. In other words, the meaning of the sentence guarantees its truth. It is

for this reason that, if you know the meaning of the sentence, you can figure

out that the sentence is true.

To see the relation between the two concepts of analyticity more clearly,

consider the following example of a non-linguistic guarantee. Whether a

hockey team makes the playoffs in a given season of the Duluth Beer League

depends on the overall distribution of points at the end of the regular season:

the top eight teams make the playoffs and the others do not. However, a

team can clinch the playoffs—they can be guaranteed to make the playoffs—

before the season ends. When this happens, it does not follow that the

team’s final point total plays no role in their making the playoffs. They

make the playoffs because of their final point total, along with those of the

other teams. When a team is guaranteed to make the playoffs, the remaining

possible distributions are all ones in which the team makes the playoffs.

The concept of a guarantee is modal.3 There are certain conditions that

need to obtain in order for the concept of a guarantee to be applicable. First,

it only makes sense to speak of having a guarantee when there is some open

question relative to which there are alternative possible answers. (At the

end of the regular season of the Duluth Beer League, we wouldn’t speak of

3Rumfitt (2015) makes this point, although he does not spell out the details as I do
here.
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a given team as being guaranteed to make the playoffs. We would simply

talk about who made the playoffs. At that point, the matter is settled.)

Second, it only makes sense to speak of a guarantee when, ordinarily, a given

outcome is grounded in, or caused by, some of the possible answers to the

open question at issue. A guarantee is anything that underwrites, or ensures,

that the given outcome will obtain no matter which alternative obtains. It

thus enables one to epistemically bypass the issue that would ordinarily need

to be resolved in order to know whether the outcome obtains.

When a hockey team clinches the playoffs, one is able to bypass knowing

what their final point total is in coming to know that they make the playoffs,

even though the latter outcome is grounded in the former. When a tenant

rents an apartment, the landlord wants to know that they will receive their

monthly rent check. Normally, whether they receive the rent depends on

whether the tenant has enough money each month. This is why some tenants

have a guarantor co-sign the lease. The existence of a guarantor enables the

landlord to bypass knowing whether the tenant will have enough money in

concluding that the landlord will receive a rent check each month. When

I buy a DVD player from a store that offers me a money-back guarantee,

I am able to bypass my knowledge of the condition of the DVD player in

concluding that it has a particular monetary value.

A similar situation arises when meaning guarantees truth. There are a

number of different circumstances that could obtain, each of which would

make a given sentence true or false. The meaning of a sentence guarantees its

truth just in case, no matter which circumstance obtains, the sentence will

be true. This is what happens with (1). The truth of the sentence is ensured
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by the meaning, even if the meaning is not what makes the sentence true.

If there are any analytic sentences (and (1) seems to be a good candidate),

I claim that their meaning guarantees their truth, even though they are not

true in virtue of their meaning.

There is some relation between this conception of analyticity as truth

guaranteed by meaning and the “epistemic” conception of analyticity that

Boghossian (1996) introduces—what he calls Frege-analyticity—and which

he claims is Quine’s target. A sentence is Frege-analytic just in case it can

be turned into a logical truth by swapping synonyms for synonyms. If a

sentence is Frege-analytic, then its truth will be guaranteed by its meaning.

Frege-analyticity is epistemic, I gather, insofar as anyone who knows the

meaning of a Frege-analytic sentence has a priori knowledge of its truth.

However, I think it is a mistake to regard the “guarantee” conception of

analyticity as any more epistemic, or any less metaphysical, than the “meta-

physical” conception of truth in virtue of meaning. There are simply two

different metaphysical relations that the meaning of sentence can stand in

to the truth of the sentence. Both of these relations have epistemic conse-

quences.

More importantly, as a conception of analyticity, truth guaranteed by

meaning is more fundamental than Frege-analyticity insofar as it explains

what is thought to be special about logical truths, assuming that they are

not true in virtue of their meaning. Frege-analyticity merely passes the

buck to sentences that do not wear their status as logical truths on their

syntactic sleeves. Accordingly, in what follows, I will take for granted that

what matters, insofar as we are concerned about analyticity, is whether there
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are sentences whose meanings guarantee their truth.

3 Meaning and Meanings

As is well known, Quine was not a fan of propositions. He wanted a sci-

ence of meaning that didn’t require positing meanings. His wariness about

meanings as abstract objects that sentences have does figure in “Two Dog-

mas.” However, many are unmoved by these worries. In order to show that

Quine’s central critique does not bear on whether we treat meaning in terms

of meanings, it will help to pull apart two sorts of questions that we can ask

about meanings.

One familiar sort of question we can ask concerns the metaphysics of

meanings. Are they structured entities? Are they sets of a certain sort?

Are they properties of a certain sort? I won’t say much about these ques-

tions here. Instead, I merely point out that it is fairly straightforward to

define propositions as a kind of abstract object, using a Fregean abstraction

principle, so long as a particular minimal condition is met.4 The minimal

condition is that some objects, states, or events represent things as being a

certain way. As long as we take that to happen—for example, as long as we

take mental states to represent the world as being a certain way—we can

define a proposition as the content that is shared among representational

states that represent alike.5

4The use of Fregean abstraction principles as a way of explaining the metaphysics and
epistemology of abstract objects is most prominently defended in the work of Bob Hale and
Crispin Wright. See (Hale and Wright, 2009) for a recent discussion of the metaphysics of
abstraction.

5The sketch provided here is made in the spirit of (Soames, 2015), in which propositions
are defined in terms of mental acts of predication. However, for Soames, a proposition is
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A Fregean abstraction principle is a way of defining an abstract object

as an equivalence class of objects, generated from some equivalence relation.

To use Frege’s example, we can define the direction of a line in terms of

the relation of parallelism: the direction of a = the direction of b iff a is

parallel to b. The rough idea is that, if we have the underlying facts about

which lines are parallel to which, the equivalence classes that result provide

us with additional objects. Since these objects satisfy the identity criteria

for directions, we might as well treat directions as equivalence classes.6

In the case of propositional content, the relevant equivalence relation

is “representing alike.” Put crudely, we can define each proposition as the

equivalence class of representational states that represent things in the same

way. Where a and b are states or objects that represent things as being a

certain way, the propositional content of a = the propositional content of

b iff a and b represent things as being the same way. The proposition

associated with a is the extension of the concept “represents things as being

the same way as a does.”

The point here is not to provide an account of propositions. The point

is to push the issue to the question whether there really is some determi-

nate way representational states represent things as being. If there is, and if

one is happy to include abstract objects in one’s ontology, then propositions

themselves will not pose a special problem, since one can define propositions

by abstracting away from the details of different representational states. Re-

gardless of whether one prefers a more “inflated” ontology in which propo-

a mental event type, rather than an equivalence class of mental events.
6In Frege’s terminology, we can treat the direction as the extension of the concept “is

parallel to line a.” See (Frege, 1884, pp. 74-79).
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sitions are real abstract entities, or whether one prefers a more “deflated”

ontology in which propositions are pleonastic entities generated from the

truth of our proposition talk, indeterminacy in the underlying states results

in indeterminacy in the generated entities.7

In other words, in addition to asking what kind of thing a meaning is, we

can also ask which meaning a particular sentence (or representational object,

state, or event) has, and in virtue of what it has that meaning.8 If sentence

meaning is representational in nature, then we can think of sentences as

vehicles of propositional content. Sentences are, as it were, designed to have

propositional content. But it does not follow that there is some particular

propositional content that each sentence carries. A taxi-cab doesn’t cease

to be a taxi-cab when it doesn’t carry any passengers.

There is subtlety required in criticizing theories of meaning that posit

particular meanings that sentences have. One source of complaint is meta-

physical in nature: we should, according to the complaint, avoid positing

spooky abstract objects. Another source of complaint is metasemantic in

nature: if there is no fact of the matter which meaning a particular sentence

has, and the particular sentence is meaningful, then we should not explain

meaningfulness in terms of meanings. Quine seems to have both sorts of

complaints in mind. But I claim that it is the second that is doing more

work in structuring “Two Dogmas.”

7See (Schiffer, 2005) for a deflationary account of propositions along these lines.
8See (Burgess and Sherman, 2014) for additional discussion of these, and related, ques-

tions.
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4 Determinacy and Metasemantics

Underlying Quine’s main worries about meaning, I claim, is his behaviorist

metasemantics that he developed further in Quine (1960).9 The idea is that,

at bottom, a science of meaningfulness is grounded in individual tendencies

to assent and dissent to various sentences in particular situations. These

tendencies form patterns. We can abstract from these patterns and talk

about the meanings of sentences, as though the sentences had determinate

meanings that were responsible for the patterns. But this is at best a useful

fiction. Meaning emerges from the patterns, and not the other way around.

Consider the martini. A traditional martini is made of two parts gin,

one part dry vermouth, and garnished with an olive. We can imagine that

every martini that was created during the cocktail’s rise to fame fit that

description. In other words, a pattern emerged. Customers assert sentences

such as (2) in circumstances that precede the creation of a standard martini.

Bartenders assert sentences such as (3) when presented with whiskey-based

drinks.

(2) I would like a martini.

(3) That is not a martini.

What happens when a bartender creates a drink that alters the proportions

of gin and vermouth? Is an olive-garnished cocktail made of three parts gin

and one part dry vermouth still a martini? What if the garnish is changed

from an olive to a lemon twist? What if the base alcohol is changed from

9See Harman (2014) for a recent discussion of the connection between his behaviorism
and his views about meaning.
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gin to vodka? What if the beverage is served in a highball glass?

Each change will bring with it an expansion of the pattern of linguistic

usage of the term ‘martini’. Let’s suppose that there was no explicit stipu-

lation of the meaning of ‘martini’ when it was initially used.10 In that case,

prior to the first vodka martini, the linguistic behavior involving the word

‘martini’ did not suffice to determine whether every martini is composed of

gin, or whether some martinis are composed of vodka. One may choose to

produce an utterance of (3) when presented with a vodka martini, and one

may choose to abstain from doing so. The patterns of usage that result will

be different patterns, and will reflect different conceptions of exactly what

is built in to the meaning of ‘martini’. But prior to the initial creation of

the vodka martini, there simply was no fact of the matter about which pat-

tern of behavior is the correct one. In other words, there was no fact of the

matter what the precise meaning of ‘martini’ was. That, I claim, is Quine’s

central metasemantic point.

Note that this indeterministic metasemantics is consistent with Reifica-

tion. Intuitively, the meaningfulness of sentences like (2) and (3) is, pace

Quine, tied to their representing the world in a certain way. Insofar as they

do represent the world in a particular way, we can think of them as express-

ing propositions. The failure of Determinacy means only that it isn’t settled

which proposition each of these sentences has as its meaning. For ordinary

communicative purposes, additional determinacy isn’t needed. We talk as

if we were expressing a determinate proposition, even though we aren’t. We

succeed in communicating as long as our interlocutors can identify the range

10I consider below what we should say if an explicit definition had been stipulated.
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of possible propositions that we could have meant to express—each way of

precisifying the content.

My primary concern here is not whether this behaviorist metaseman-

tics is correct or not. The main point is to argue that if we view Quine’s

project in “Two Dogmas” as a kind of articulation of the consequences of this

metasemantics, we can make sense of the overall argumentative structure of

the paper. On this interpretation, Quine is not denying that sentences are

used meaningfully. He is not denying that we possess a concept of the mean-

ing of a sentence. And he is not denying that one might use a sentence as

though it had a particular meaning. What he is arguing against is the view

that for a sentence to be used meaningfully, there is some fact of the matter

about what its meaning is.

If there were a fact of the matter about which meanings our expressions

have, then there would be facts about which sentences are analytic and

which synthetic. There is no trouble making sense of the analytic/synthetic

distinction. The trouble comes in applying it, since the underlying metase-

mantic facts do not provide a ground of meaningfulness that is adequate for

the task. The distinction is as clear as the concept of meaning is, at least

if we think of analyticity as truth guaranteed by meaning. The target of

Quine’s view is the idea that the fundamental facts about meaningfulness—

the facts about which a science of meaning is concerned—divide sentences

up into analytic and synthetic ones.

Now, Quine does not come out and propose a particular metaseman-

tics that explains the meaningfulness of sentences. Instead, he reasons

in the other direction. Positivists need a metasemantics—an account of
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meaningfulness—that makes Universal true. They need every meaningful

sentence to be either analytic or synthetic. And Universal is true only if De-

terminacy is true. If Determinacy is true, then there must be some metase-

mantics that makes every meaningful sentence have the meaning that it

does. Quine, in effect, asks what that metasemantics is. What account of

meaningfulness produces a fundamental cleavage between sentences whose

truth is guaranteed by their meaning and sentences whose truth is not so

guaranteed? Factoring out the influence of Grounding and Reification, this

is the question that is driving Quine’s paper.

5 Circularity

According to a traditional reading of the first four sections of “Two Dog-

mas,” Quine’s main target is the coherence or intelligibility of the ana-

lytic/synthetic distinction. The paper, on this traditional reading, comes in

two parts. In the first four sections of the paper, Quine presents the so-called

“circularity” argument against his target, the subject of the first interpretive

puzzle above. The second part of the paper presents considerations about

confirmation holism and the web of belief, considerations that are thought

by some to effectively target the a priori more than the analytic.

This interpretation of the two-part structure is presented explicitly in

Putnam (1976) as the standard reading of “Two Dogmas.” Moreover, Put-

nam concedes that the circularity argument is a bad one, but finds merit in

the argument of the final sections, at least when interpreted as challenging

the a priori. More recent work on “Two Dogmas” illustrates that this stan-
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dard reading has persisted.11 Consider, for example, two recent passages,

from (Chalmers, 2011, p. 388) and (Miller, 2007, pp. 127-132) respectively:

In Sections i through iv of “Two Dogmas,” Quine argues that

if one tries to make sense of the notion of analyticity, one ends

up moving in a circle through cognate notions (synonymy, def-

inition, semantic rules, meaning), and one cannot break out of

the circle. Many philosophers have been unmoved by this worry,

as it seems that one finds a similar circle for all sorts of philo-

sophically important notions: consciousness, causation, freedom,

value, existence. So I will set these criticisms aside here.

Quine’s article falls into two main parts. In the first four sec-

tions he claims that no philosopher has ever succeeded in giving

an acceptable explanation of the notion of analyticity. . . . He

concludes that to the extent that no intelligible characterization

of the distinction has been forthcoming, we have evidence that

there is simply no coherent distinction between the analytic and

the synthetic.

If Quine’s goal were to characterize or define the concept of analyticity,

then showing that analyticity is inter-definable with other semantic concepts

would be all but irrelevant. However, Quine is not making a circularity ar-

gument against the concept of analyticity in the first four sections of “Two

Dogmas.” Quine sets out in search of a metasemantics that will divide ev-

11See Russell (2014) and Miller (2007) for especially clear expositions of the alleged
circularity argument standardly ascribed to Quine.
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ery meaningful sentence into two categories. What the inter-definability of

semantic concepts is meant to show, I claim, is that these other concepts

cannot be relied on to provide such a metasemantics. If we want to discover

the condition that must obtain in order for a sentence to be meaningful in

a way that renders it determinately either analytic or synthetic, we can-

not non-circularly appeal to the most plausible candidates, namely other

semantic concepts.

If this interpretation is correct, Quine’s exposition is especially mislead-

ing in wrongly directing attention to the meaning of the word ‘analytic’. The

main problem for Quine is not with the intension of the word ‘analytic’.12

The problem is with intensions more generally. Quine is arguing against the

idea that all meaningful expressions have determinate intensions.

6 Stipulation and Logical Truth

In the martini example above, I assumed that the meaning of ‘martini’

was not precisely stipulated. However, if that were done, would that not

be enough to generate certain analytic sentences? Bracketing his worries

about Grounding, Quine’s answer should be ‘yes’.13 Insofar as an expression

has a determinate meaning, there are sentences involving it whose truth is

guaranteed by that meaning. However, this is not a capitulation, since

Existence is not Quine’s target.

The vast majority of meaningful expressions in a natural language are

12See (Russell, 2014) for an example of this interpretation.
13In the conclusion below, I cite passages from (Quine, 1991) that provide some support

for the claim that Quine would in fact endorse this.
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not semantically buoyed by stipulation. Stipulation is like a semantic push

that sends a word floating into the waters of ordinary usage. As Harman

(1996) has emphasized, sentences do not retain their stipulative status in a

natural language over time. When a term is introduced into a language via

some stipulation, the term is created artificially, its meaning assigned to it.

As the term gets absorbed into the linguistic community, its meaning—the

way in which it is used—is no longer held up by that initial stipulation. It

comes to bear its semantic properties more naturally.

The matter is different for artificial languages. Stipulation is the metase-

mantics of artificial languages. It is the criterion by which we can distinguish

natural and artificial languages. Quine does not seem to think so. At least,

in Section 4 of “Two Dogmas,” he suggests that the problem of analyticity

holds for artificial languages as much as it does for natural languages. How-

ever, this is one area of the paper in particular where the lack of progress on

semantics, together with Quine’s more general misgivings about meaning,

leads Quine to error. We’re clearer now about what sort of thing the mean-

ing of a sentence is, for any sentence that has a fully determinate meaning.

For any such meaning, we can stipulate that a given expression has it. Do-

ing so results in sentences whose truth or falsity is either guaranteed by its

meaning or not.14

That Quine’s underlying worries are metasemantic in nature is suggested

by the fact that he sets aside logical truths in worrying about analyticity. It

is the underlying metasemantics of ordinary lexical items, as opposed to log-

14This view that we can make sense of analyticity for artificial languages, but not for
natural languages, is in fact what Carnap himself endorses in (Carnap, 1955).
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ical connectives, that generates a reason to think that the analytic/synthetic

distinction does not fall out of what is fundamental to meaningfulness. If

Quine were only concerned with the possibility of characterizing or explicat-

ing the distinction or of presenting some example of an analytic sentence, it

is not clear why the logical truths would not provide an adequate enough

example.

This raises the question to what extent different sorts of expressions are

associated with different sorts of metasemantics. One possibility is that the

Quinean behaviorist metasemantics holds for lexical “content” expressions

(like ‘university’ and ‘martini’), but not for expressions of a more functional

nature, such as logical vocabulary like ‘and’ or syntactic markers such as

‘of’, which are used to indicate the structure of the different content-bearing

elements. If not a difference in kind, perhaps there is a difference in the de-

gree to which the metasemantics of each kind of expression determines their

respective meanings. By rejecting metasemantic uniformity across expres-

sions, we can provide a response to a worry formulated by Boghossian (1996),

but shared by many. The worry is that formal semantics has been such a

successful enterprise that skepticism about meaning seems wildly implausi-

ble. If the Quinean metasemantics results in skepticism about meaning, the

worry goes, so much the worse for Quinean metasemantics. In other words,

if there are no meanings, then semantics would be impossible. But seman-

tics is flourishing. Therefore, the worry goes, there are meanings. And if

there are meanings, then each meaning either does or does not guarantee its

truth.

In responding to this worry, it is worth noting that the largest success
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in linguistic semantics has come from compositional semantics in the Mon-

tagovian tradition. Compositional semantics is quiet on precisely the sort

of meaning that Quine is worried about—for example, the semantic relation

between ‘bachelor’ and ‘unmarried man’. Consider the following quote from

(Dowty, et.al, 1981, p. 12), a prominent Montagovian semantics textbook,

aimed at delimiting the subfield under investigation:

For one thing, there is little to be said about lexical semantics,

i.e., word meanings and relations among word meanings. This is

often disappointing to those who are just becoming acquainted

with the theory, especially to those who are already familiar

with previous linguistic work in semantics, but the synonymy of

bachelor and never-married adult human male and a myriad of

other such cases will not be of much concern to us. The truth-

conditional approach, and in particular Montague’s version of it,

is able to accommodate such facts, but it is not taken as one of

the principal tasks of the theory to account for them. Indeed,

if our semantics adheres rigorously to the Principle of Compo-

sitionality, we can understand why matters of lexical semantics

lie somewhat outside the domain of the theory.

Although I leave it as a problem for further study, I find it entirely plausible

that words of a more “formal” nature—the ones that get easily recognized

as logical expressions—have their meanings more determinately than words

of a more lexical nature. If logical expressions have their meanings more

determinately, then it will be less problematic to hold the meanings of logical
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truths as guaranteeing their truth. Thus, Quine is willing to dismiss the

logical truths as unproblematic as far as the truth of Universal is concerned.

More importantly, even if there is no fact of the matter which expres-

sions have which meanings, that is consistent with the success of linguistic

semantics as a research program. We can formally model various differ-

ent meanings that a given expression could have, without worrying about

whether there is some fact of the matter which meanings it in fact does

have. Someone might use an expression with a given meaning on one occa-

sion. Another user might interpret it with a slightly different meaning on

another occasion. Semantic theories tell us what these meanings are—the

theories do not insist or require that a given expression is bound to this or

that meaning.

When we view Sections 5 and 6 of “Two Dogmas” in light of these

metasemantic worries, it is easier to see them as being continuous with the

sections that precede them. Quine claims that the second dogma is the

same as the first. Reductionism is a positivist account of meaning. But the

confirmation holism presented in the final sections undermines the metase-

mantics that would be needed for reductionism as a theory of meaning. In

other words, we can view the argument of the final sections as follows:

1. According to the Positivists, the meaning of each sentence is its veri-

fication conditions.

2. If confirmation holism is true, then there is no fact of the matter which

verification conditions a sentence has.

3. Confirmation holism is true.
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4. Therefore, if the Positivist account of meaning is correct, there is no

fact of the matter which meaning a sentence has.

If there is no fact of the matter which meaning a sentence has, then there

is no fact of the matter whether it is analytic or synthetic. It is in this

sense that the two dogmas are one, as Quine claims. Although advances in

semantics have pulled the two dogmas apart, the two dogmas come to the

same thing given a positivist conception of meaning.

7 Conclusion

I end with some of Quine’s own reflections on “Two Dogmas”, from (Quine,

1991) and from the Forward to the 1980 edition of From a Logical Point of

View, to provide additional support for the interpretation presented here.

(Quine, 1991) contains passages that would be hard to reconcile with the

traditional reading of “Two Dogmas”. He presupposes that there is some

room for analyticity to play a role in his conception of the world when he

writes that “[m]etaphysical necessity has no place in my naturalistic view

of things, and analyticity hasn’t much” (p. 270). He goes on to present a

conception of analyticity that holds for logical truths:

Analyticity undeniably has a place at a common-sense level, and

this has made readers regard my reservations as unreasonable.

My threadbare bachelor example is one of many undebatable

cases. It is intelligible and often useful in discussion to point

out that some disagreement is purely a matter of words rather
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than fact.. . . In Roots of Reference I proposed a rough theoretical

definition of analyticity to fit these familiar sorts of cases. A

sentence is analytic for a native speaker, I suggested, if he learned

the truth of the sentence by learning the use of one or more of

its words. This obviously works for ‘No bachelor is married’ and

the like, and it also works for the basic laws of logic. (Quine,

1991, p. 270)

It is worth noting that one could learn the truth of a sentence by learning

the use of some of its words just in case the use of those words guarantees

the truth of the sentence.

Quine also provides explicit support for the view that his real target is

Universal, rather than Existential:

For the past five minutes I have been expressing a generous atti-

tude toward analyticity that may seem out of character. In fact

my reservations over analyticity are the same as ever, and they

concern the tracing of any demarcation, even a vague and ap-

proximate one, across the domain of sentences in general. The

crude criterion in Roots of Reference, based on word learning,

is no help; we don’t in general know how we learned a word,

nor what truths were learned in the process. Nor do we have

any reason to expect uniformity in this regard from speaker to

speaker, and there is no reason to care. Elementary logic and the

bachelor example are clear enough cases, but there is no going

on from there. (Quine, 1991, p. 271)
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We cannot give up the very idea of analyticity without giving up on the

idea of meaning. But we can give up on a fundamental cleavage between

meaningful sentences without giving up on meaningfulness. We know what

it would take for there to be analytic sentences. The problem is that those

enabling conditions—the underlying metasemantics that would be needed—

fail to obtain. A sentence is meaningful just in case it is used to convey

some more or less discernible pattern of meanings, even if no single precise

meaning is the one that it conveys on every occasion.

That Quine held something like this view can be seen from a passage

on page viii in the Forward to the 1980 edition of From a Logical Point of

View, in which Quine (1961) is reprinted:

Both [“Two Dogmas”] and the next, “The problem of meaning

in linguistics,” reflected a dim view of the notion of meaning.

A discouraging response from somewhat the fringes of philoso-

phy has been that my problem comes of taking words as bare

strings of phonemes rather than seeing that they are strings with

meaning. Naturally, they say, if I insist on meaningless strings

I shall be at a loss for meanings. They fail to see that a bare

and identical string of phonemes can have a meaning, or several,

in one or several languages, through its use by sundry people

or peoples, much as I can have accounts in several banks and

relatives in several countries without somehow containing them

or being several persons.
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In interpreting this passage, it is important to distinguish between Reifica-

tion and Determinacy. Quine was committed to the falsity of both. But

I think it is a mistake to focus solely on his rejection of Reification. In a

passage on Quine that follows a quote from Quine’s paper ‘On What There

Is’, Christopher Hookway (1988, p. 16) writes:

The point being made is that we should be able to explain what

is involved in expressions being meaningful, to account for what

we do when we learn or explain meanings, and to explain what is

involved when expressions mean the same, without introducing

meanings as abstract objects. Ordinary talk of meaning does not

force this way of thinking upon us; and we should not assume

that an expression is meaningful only if there is some meaning

that it has. Positing objects like meanings need not be part

of the best explanatory theory of how we are able to speak a

language.

Quine would agree with this, but it undersells the importance of Quine’s

rejection of Determinacy in addition to his rejection of Reification. We

can hold Reification and still be Quineans about meaning, at least to some

extent.

The important point about the final passage from Quine above is that

he did not believe that sentences are meaningless. Quine was not a meaning

nihilist (though he was a meanings nihilist). It is answering, rather than

rejecting, the question what makes a sentence meaningful that is his central
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concern in “Two Dogmas.”15

References

Boghossian, P. (1996). Analyticity Reconsidered. Nous, 30(3): 360-391.

Burgess, A. and B. Sherman (2014). A Plea for the Metaphysics of Meaning.

In A. Burgess and B. Sherman (eds.), Metasemantics, New York: Oxford

University Press.

Carnap, R. (1955). Meaning and Synonymy in Natural Languages. Philo-

sophical Studies, 6(3): 33-47.

Chalmers, D. (2011). Revisability and Conceptual Change in “Two Dogmas

of Empiricism”. Journal of Philosophy, 108(8): 387–415.

Dowty, D., R. Wall, and S. Peters (1981). Introduction to Montague Seman-

tics. Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers.

15Thanks to Paul Audi, Michael Stoeltzner for reading and commenting on an earlier
draft. The interpretation presented in this paper developed over many attempts to work
through “Two Dogmas” with my undergraduate and graduate students, but its origin is
earlier. During the academic year 1998 – 1999, shortly before Quine’s death, he made
an appearance in a bookshop to sign his final book, From Stimulus to Science. It was
announced beforehand that there would be a short question-and-answer period in connec-
tion with the signing. I attended knowing that this would be my one chance to ask Quine
a question. I read up beforehand, and decided in advance to ask Quine about the circu-
larity argument in the first four sections of “Two Dogmas,” since it had been dismissed
by Putnam as a bad argument. I asked him something like the following question: “In
Putnam’s “‘Two Dogmas’ Revisited,” he claims that you gave two arguments against the
analytic/synthetic distinction, but that one of them did not work. Looking back, what do
you think about that argument?” I vividly remember Quine’s response to be the following:
“It wasn’t my argument. It was an expository error on my part that [made it seem as
though that was my argument].” He went on to say a bit more, but I have no memory of
what he said next.

28



Frege, G. (1884). The Foundations of Arithmetic. Translated by J.L. Austin,

Second Revised Edition, English-language only edition, 1980, Evanston:

Northwestern University Press.

Hale, B. and C. Wright (2009). The Metaontology of Abstraction. In D.

Chalmers, D. Manley, and R. Wasserman (eds.), Metametaphysics: New

Essays on the Foundations of Ontology, New York: Oxford University

Press.

Harman, G. (1996). Analyticity Regained? Nous, 30(3): 392-400.

Harman, G. (2014). Indeterminacy, Relativity, and Behaviorism. In G.

Harman and E. Lepore (eds.), A Companion to W.V.O. Quine, Oxford:

Wiley-Blackwell.

Hookway, C. (1988). Quine: Language, Experience, and Reality. Stanford:

Stanford University Press.

Miller, A. (2007). Philosophy of Language: Second Edition. New York:

Routledge.

Putnam, H. (1965). The Analytic and the Synthetic. Reprinted in Mind,

Language, and Reality, Philosophical Papers: Volume 2. Cambridge:

Cambridge University Press, 1979.

Putnam, H. (1976). ‘Two Dogmas’ Revisited. Reprinted in Realism and Rea-

son, Philosophical Papers: Volume 3. Cambridge: Cambridge University

Press, 1983.

29



Quine, W. (1951). Two Dogmas of Empiricism. Philosophical Review, 60:

20-43.

Quine, W. (1961). Two Dogmas of Empiricism. Reprinted in revised form

in From a Logical Point of View. Cambridge: Harvard University Press,

1961.

Quine, W. (1960). Word and Object. Cambridge: MIT Press.

Quine, W. (1991). Two Dogmas in Retrospect. Canadian Journal of Phi-

losophy, 21(3): 265-274.

Rumfitt, I. (2015). The Boundary Stones of Thought. New York: Oxford

University Press.

Russell, G. (2014). Quine on the Analytic/Synthetic Distinction. In G.

Harman and E. Lepore (eds.), A Companion to W.V.O. Quine, Oxford:

Wiley-Blackwell.

Schiffer, S. (2005). Pleonastic Propositions. In B. Armour-Garb and J.C.

Beall (eds.), Deflationary Truth, Peru: Open Court Publishing.

Soames, S. (2015). Rethinking Language, Meaning, and Mind. Princeton:

Princeton University Press.

30


