of use is tied to the idea of institution and practice, and crucially, institutions

context alone, and so that contextual variation in dispositions of application

INTERVIEW

An Interview with Hilary Putnam

close with two passages, one familiar, one less so, that make this point well:

In order to describe the phenomenon of language, one must describe a practice, not

Putnam: I am, of course, a mathematician as well as a
laughs
started working in mathematical logic when I taught in

How could human behaviour be described? Surely only by showing the actions of

my mentor in logic, was at the Institute for Advanced

now, but the whole hurly-burly, is the background against which we see an action,

what was called symbolic logic in the philosophy
department, and that I’d like to see if I could prove
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So Kreisel explained some concepts and then gave me a problem, which
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th

Problem1, which I went on to
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, and I suggested that we try to extend his
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th

the next two summers we rented places near one another in Connecticut, north

th

After that, still focusing on my mathematical work, I turned to set

Problem,”
Putnam

So those summers I would sometimes work on the problem until four in
th

almost

3

Problem,

it’s consistent with the other axioms of set theory, so you can’t refute
certain kind of structure on the universe of sets: it says they’re all constructible,
laughs

+ y3 = z3 is a

xn + y n = zn

if the following hypothesis
is true, which we called “PAP” for Primes in Arithmetic Progression: there are

th
th

Putnam
th

of Julia Robinson’s, that the unsolvability of the decision problem for exponential
th
implies
Problem if there

of those solutions grows roughly exponentially as the value of the parameter
th
Problem had been
Julia [Robinson], she showed, in fact with a variant of an argument of mine, that
we didn’t need PAP! So we did have a proof of the unsolvability of exponential
Annals of Mathematics
th
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some of the ideas in “The Meaning of ‘Meaning’” can be seen in “The Analytic
doing philosophy, which doesn’t believe that philosophy is going to become a
science or that philosophy is going to be reducible to various ideological notions

only aware of two
computer-machine functionalism, or computer-program functionalism—this I’ve
certainly changed my mind on—and the other is what I called internal realism, a

Putnam

were good, some arguments I wish I had given, but basically I think I agree with

with every argument he ever gave?
Putnam: Starting with a Presidential Address I gave here in Boston to the Eastern

Experience and Prediction,
model-theoretic argument drove me crazy for about four years before I gave into
not
argument that assumed, as it were, that the external world impinges—is available

was a friend of Einstein’s and of course he knew relativity very well, and in fact

internally
my internal realism was very closely connected to the problem of skepticism—
basically, I slipped back into a Cartesian picture: here I am, locked inside of my
brain, I have these inputs, and the only thing that can constrain what I say is these
inputs plus what I called “theoretical constraints” like simplicity and elegance

successful there—but also what are the implications of relativity theory, general
unique
the nature of time? So I would say it’s unfortunate that he made an alliance with

interest I kept from Reichenbach—asking “What does contemporary physics have
to tell us about the nature of physical reality?”
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four years the wrong way, instead asking myself whether this wasn’t a hopelessly
laughs]
Most of the critics of the model-theoretic argument up to this day don’t
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There was a conference on my philosophy, immediately after I had
Renewing Philosophy

narrow content might not be useful for psychology, and in fact I don’t think that
Jerry, for a long time, thought that psychology is about
thinks as I do, that that isn’t really what psychology is about—that you can’t put

and I went on to explain why it was a mistake in things that I published over the
Philosophical Topics

world, that issue has been stolen! Every time I visit a university and say “Well,
you should read that issue,” the students say “Oh, well that issue’s been stolen
laughs]

and pressed the bar, she’s talking about seeing cheese and pressing bars, which
are not inside the rat’s brain [laughs
and the main point about narrow content is that it abstracts from reference, so

think that the problem with the notion of narrow content (this is the argument I
spell out in about, I think, six pages in The Threefold Cord
Putnam
themselves with photocopies [laughs
The Threefold Cord; Mind, Body and World], I did explain why I thought that internal
realism was wrong, and I called my new position “commonsense realism,” but

is in the same brain state as someone who thinks a thought with the same broad
content as “The cat is on the mat,” then that person has a thought with the same
narrow content
sentences with the same narrow content when they are in the same brain state”
he or she be in a brain state such that somebody else could be in it while thinking
a thought which has the same broad content as ‘The cat is on the mat,’” then the
notion of narrow content then becomes parasitic on the notion of broad content,

independent
with computer programs, then you could say, “Okay, there is a computational
in many ways, converged much more than it might seem, although he draws

conclusion that there is no computational criterion for saying what is “meaning”
in any

reasons, although he throws out the baby with the bathwater by deciding that we
have to throw out the notion of intentional meaning entirely, and only talk about
And now, Jerry also accepts the idea that mental states, intentional
states, and meaning-bearing states, are not only compositionally plastic, but
review of The Threefold Cord, was a strange review in that he described the book
I don’t want to say that sameness of meaning is reducible to a notion of
when an English speaker thinks, yes, there may well be mental representations
independent, innate
That wasn’t the topic of The Threefold Cord, which was perception—which Jerry

That to formalize the notion of having the same content in any of these senses, you
would have to be able to formalize the notion of good interpretation—and while

is a computational criterion for when the brain is acting up to its competence
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should be able to prove that if our total rational capacity—inductive logic, and
deductive logic and mathematics—is formalizable, then we couldn’t know the
program [laughs
and that interpretation really is formalizable, but all I want to say is that we
don’t even have a sketch of an idea how to formalize it, and there’s no a priori

151

Ruth Millikan talks about—which again, I think I was too hard on in Renewing
Philosophy—the idea of “normal biological functions,” which is a side of cognitive
think that our mental states are functional states—functional states not in the sense
them functional states with long arms [laughs
says: knowing the meaning of a word is having a long-armed ability, an ability that
reaches out and can only be described by also describing the normal environment

Putnam: Well, let’s say evolution is certainly part of the explanation, but obviously

Well, take the case of whether the intuitive notion of proof, not proof in a
particular formal system, but the intuitive notion of a correct mathematical proof,
if there were an algorithm which generated all and only correct mathematical
proofs, we could not prove that it was correct [laughs

I would say that I am, in some sense of metaphysics, a realist in my
metaphysics, although not a metaphysical realist in the overly narrow and

Carnap hoped—if there were a program which assigned an “accept” or degree
pluralism and conceptual relativity—and of course if you do that, then you don’t
accept, then the hypothesis that that program, or any particular program, does
that

and conceptual pluralism as real phenomena, then you’re already defeating

can partly formalize them, but with respect to any partial formalization, we are
However, I agree that I was too hard on cognitive scientists in some

part of my realism, but have never

cognitive scientists are basically computer nerds, that they’re all engaged in writing
programs and in trying to reproduce our mental abilities entirely by writing

something that I believed in during my internal realist period, and before and

there that is not that

Meaning and the Moral Sciences]
is correct—that is, I believe the argument that positivism and instrumentalism

describe what you might call useful errors in reasoning—including errors we had
make, because there isn’t always the time in the real world to use the best
Putnam
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Putnam
reasonable and unreasonable, and I think the world itself forces us to revise those
And even one of the great positivists, Comte—who, I guess, gave us the name
“positivism”—said there is no such thing as the

a priori
Of course, Habermas introduced the idea of discourse ethics, but I think
realism—not realism about entities

explicitly every one of the principles of discourse ethics that Habermas listed
[laughs

Putnam

But in the more narrow sense, I think you learn what it is to proceed

translations that a linguist would regard as correct, but why should a physicists
care? [laughs]

are not the same thing—that’s why they have to use what he calls “local pidgens”
“mathematics is a motely” but it is much more true that science, as a whole, is a
Putnam
And of course, Tim Scanlon, whom I assume you have covered in the magazine or
defends what he calls “reasons fundamentalism,” by which he means the idea that
reasonableness is not reducible to anything else, but nevertheless we should not

all
our
Western culture, which is the one [Rorty] liked, are these principles of discourse

Scanlon’s sense—once you go soft on the notion of reasonableness, then of course
up every form of reasonableness and that does not seem reasonable to me [laughs

weight on direct observation, and that what you have to do is combine the
induction—with mathematical

Principia,
aughs
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uses and asking how compatible they are with what seems to be the literal meaning

people in the nineteenth century thought and had good reason to think was

idea that we discovered
discovered that
saying that there’s no such thing as truth, but he sometimes suggested that if we

fact that you’re interested in the analysis of concepts doesn’t mean that you’re

Putnam: These are provisionally
a priori

a priori

the concepts in the human sciences used to describe people may actually change the

was no “medical problem” of homosexuality for the medievals—“perversion”

realized that the assumption that there is something wrong with homosexuality is
has somewhat declined, with one big exception, but he’s not a postmodernist

volume is going to appear in the Library of Living Philosophers, and Hadot has

Putnam: I tried in my last book, Ethics without Ontology, to argue that if you step
critical chapter on him in Renewing Philosophy, and I do think some of his ideas
have exactly the same form as puzzles raised about how mathematics can be
compatible with what appears to be the literal meaning of his theses is a very
philosophers in the grip of?” is
says that this is all right as long as the boats stay together—well, in that trope, a
water has to be something
like a noumenal reality [laughs
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fundamental human interests, and that ethics has a history. My problem with
evolutionary ethics is that it confuses explaining altruism with explaining ethics,

But—and this is a Habermasian point—it’s important that when people were
denied some of them in the past, people had to come up with empirically false
simply

that doesn’t appear in Aristotle’s Niccomacean Ethics
virtue of altruism, and certainly not altruism in the sense of respecting the needs

claim that women don’t have active nous, the highest, intellectual form of nous.

certainly shed some interesting light on how we’re able to be ethical, but again,
Historically, we have I think at least two huge competing ethical
Putnam: Try to be intelligent [laughs
not blame for it, but fascist intellectuals basically erected an ethical system based

Putnam: One theme in my work is the idea of a philosophy that respects science
and takes science seriously, but doesn’t have a positivist or otherwise ideological
picture of what science is, and that doesn’t think that philosophy can be reduced to

Putnam: What’s rational to accept, given

that there are probably more people who think that way now than there were

time of Kant—this is precisely the time that constitutional democracy (or at least
entails cultural relativism, because science also has a cultural history, but that

Putnam
volume of the Minnesota Studies in the Philosophy of Science. There’s a long essay

Putnam
from the nth [laughs

n-1 of them

science has become more realistic, but we have to insist insist on the sharp line
between the analytic and the synthetic, we have to say the meaning of a term is the
rules
that they had told us exactly what science is—they had married Bertrand Russell’s

but because they support one another, and especially in conditions of democracy
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and he was a brilliant philosopher, but his admiration for physicalism was in

If meanings are natural kinds, they’re much more like biological kinds than,
say, chemical kinds: they’re historical
things as languages, for example, because there are only criteria for idiolects but

Putnam

laughs].
say we can only study what can be mathematized—we’ll only look for algorithms

laughs] It’s very important to us what
Putnam

greatest dangers is reductionism, which often blinds people from considering
don’t think that it’s illegitimate, and I think there’s a lot to be learned from it,
especially when the evolutionary psychologist, as it happens in the best cases, can

Coast, maybe it’s too close to MIT [laughs], that they talk less about the meanings

tremendously exaggerated claims both about what had been achieved, and what
Putnam
words!

Putnam
Putnam: I think for me, as a religious person and as a naturalist, that means
that Judaism can be a form of spirituality—but not necessarily a theory about
I experience a form of spirituality that the Jewish tradition makes available to me,
Putnam
who believe in the literal truth of their local myth, and smart people like him
[laughs

Putnam
might be, in a sense,
a natural kind—in the way that biological kinds are natural but don’t have sharp
could probably make a stronger case that it was an imperialist war, and you had
to tell your local population something

vol.XVIII 2012

vol.XVIII 2012

161

Hilary Putnam

sense that we can’t make everything
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