PHENOMENALISM AND OBSERVATION *”

Teo Griinberg

My purpose in this paper is to-attempt a vindication of phe-
nomenalism, which seems presently quite discredited. I shall try
to establish the following points: (i) The currently admitted inter-
to establish the following from a merely “linguistic” point of
view, — translational phenomenalism as I shall call it — is solely
responsible for this discredit. (i1) Phenomenalism is in its primary
sense an ontological view, while translational phenomenalism 1is
neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition for ontological phe-
nomenalism. (iii) Ontological phenomenalism can be construed as
a logically consistent and practically satisfactory philosophy of
natural science. (iv) Empiricism (whose position — even in the
form of a “modest empiricism’* — seems to be much threatened
nowadays) is ipso facto restored in the strongest sense.

I

Modern analytical philosophers have formulated the pheno-
menalist’s position by the following statement to which I shall
refer as the thesis of translational phenomenalism, (TP) for short:

(TP) Every sentence about physical objects is translatable (in

the sense of mutual entailment) into a sentence about
sense-data.”

Using the prefix “I'-" for referring to a language about physi-
cal objects (a thing-language) and the prefix ‘S- for referring to

* Paper contributed to the 1964 International Congress for Logic, Methodo-
logy and Philosophy of Science.
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one about sense-data (a sense-datum language), we can state the
objections raised against (T'P) in the following way :

(a) No T-sentence is translatable into an S-language.®
(b) There is no S-language at all.”

(c) There are no such things as sense-data, or rather the
very assertion of the existence of such entities is mea-
ningless.’

I agree emphatically with (a), maintaining that the transla-
tion in question would still be impossible, even if infinite classes
(or classes of classes) of S-entences were admitted and all other
difficulties (viz., those connected with “normality”, “counterfac-
tuals”, “open texture” and the “analytic-synthetic” distinction)®
had been removed. Indeed, if a given T-sentence were translatable
into an S-language at all, (possibly by means of an infinite class,
or class of classes,... of S-sentences) it would possess a range’ com-
posed exclusively of S-tate descriptions, i.e., of state-descriptions
of the universe of discourse of the S-language. Conversely, if a
T-sentence had such a range, it would be translatable into the
S-language, the range itself being then a suitable translation of
that sentence.® But (as overemphasized by the classical theory of
psychophysical parallelism, which is itself an expression of the
unsolvability of the Mind-Body problem) S- and T-state descripti-
ons are logically® independent, so that no T-sentence can have a
range composed of S-state descriptions. Hence no T-sentence is
translatable into an S-language. This argument which refutes
(TP), can also be used mutatis mutandis for the refutation of
“translational physicalism”, i.e., the thesis that every S-sentence is

translatable into a T-language.
I

Let us now examine the meaning of the key term ‘sense
datum’, in order to weigh the objections (b) and (c) mentioned in
Section I. A “sense-datum” is construed by the classical sense -
datum theorists as that which I really see when I merely seem to
see something. E.g., consider the sentence
(1) It now seems to me that I am seeing a table.”
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According to the sense-datum theory, if (1) is the case, 1 am sup-
posed to see really a “seeming-table”, so that (1) is construed as
standing for

(2) : I really am now seeing a seeming table.”

But it has been objected that (1) does not imply that there is
anything (physical or mental) which I see. If (2) had been true
without there being any physical object before my eyes, it would
be appropriate for me to describe this situation in the following
way: ‘It seemed to me that 1 saw a table, but I was really not
seeing anything.”**

On the other hand, the physicalistic opponents of the sense -
datum theory construe (1) as standing rather for a sentence of the
form
(3) P(s) 2
where ‘s’ designates my body and ‘P’ is short for a description of a
particular state of my body, namely the state il which my body
lies if and only if it sems to me that I am seeing a table. But I ob-
ject, arguing that (1) and (3) are logically independent. (Indeed
that is a case of “translational physicalism”.)"

We see that (1) is neither about a sense-datum (in the clas-
sical meaning of ‘sense-datum’), nor about a body or a self. But
I hold that this statement is nevertheless about a certain object,
though not a physical one. Indeed, although it does not follow
from (1) that there is anything seen by me, it still follows that
there is such an event as “my seeming to see a table”; for if it
seems to me that I am seeing a table, it is really undeniable that
I do have such an experience, as a particular event, or episode,
in the stream of my consciousness. Let me call such an event a
“.datum”. Then any sensation, perception, observation or expe-
rience (if taken not in the sense of that which is sensed, perceived,
observed or experienced, but rather as meaning a particular event
of sensing, perceiving, observing or experiencing) is a datum. I
propose to consider this concept of a datum as an explicatum for
the classical term ‘sense-datum’, the latter being used intuitively
for referring to those entities which constitute the “ultimate fur-
niture” of the phenomenalist’s world. In this way we can ré-intro-
duce sense-data as unobjectionable entities. Sentences like (1)
will be then typical S-sentences, so that the existence of an S-lan-
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guage becomes undeniable. Sense-data can then be said to be
“subjective”, “mental”, “private” entities; but these epithets me-
rely emphasize the fact that S-sentences are logically independent

- of T-sentences, i.e., from sentences supposed to be about “objec-

tive”, “physical”, “public” entities.

I1I

Phenomenalism, in its traditional sense is an ontological
view, viz., the view that there are no such thiiigs as physical ob-
jects, but only sense-data. Using the term ‘sense-datumi’ as expli-
cated in Section 1I, I shall formulate this view in the “‘semantic
mode of speech” by the following statement to whcih I shall refer
as the thesis of ontological phenomenalism, (OP) for short:

(OP) The ontological commitment of any T-language is ficti-
tious; only that of an S-language is real, in the sense that
only an S-language is directly about really existing enti-
ties.

It can be shown easily that (OP) is logically independent of
(TP). (TP) neither entails, not is entailed by, (OP). Consequently
(TP) can not be considered to be an adequate explicatum of the
term ‘phenomenalism’ takeén in its original sense. So my aim con-
sists in justifying (OP). I shall, however, not attempt in this pa-
per to prove the purely ontological part of (OP). I shall rather
consider (OP) as a methodological rule (such as Ockham'’s razor,
Descartes’s methodic doubt, Husserl’s phenomenological reduc-
tion, or Carnap’s methodological solipsism), or perhaps as a sti-
pulative definition for the terms ‘existence’ and ‘physical object’;
inquiring then whether a logically consistent and practically sa-
tisfactory interpretation of all natural science can be established
on the basis of such a meagre ontology admitting no other enti-
ties than those which are unanimously and undeniably accepted,
viz., the sense-data as explicated in Section II. |

Now the simplest solution which comes to mind is to construe
any 'T-language, even the so called “observation languages” (“O-
languages” for short) as “theoretical” with respect to the S-lan-
guages — which would be then considered as the sole fully inter-
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preted languages. But I object to such a proposition for the
following reasons :

(a) It would be too great a departure from ordinary lan-

guages to consider an O-language as not fully interpre-
ted.

(b) ‘There is no S-language whose meaning can be determi-
ned prior to, and independently of, an O-language, so
that it cannot be said that the meaning of any O-lan-

guage is determined only on the basis of an S-language.

(c) There are no explicitely statable ““correspondence rules”
between S-and T-sentences. Indeed if there had been
such rules, then C being their conjunction, T the con-
junction of the postulates of the T-language and, R the
Ramsey-transform of T'C; we would obtain an analytic
-sentence, viz.,, R=>TC ( “if R, then TC” ), which con-
tains (non-vacuously) both S-and T-expressions.” But
according to the results established in Section I, there
cannot be such an analytic sentence.

The solution that 1 shall adopt is based on the following facts:

No S-language is used (as an object-language) in natural
science; while the contrary has been assumed for the obser-
vation language (when construed as a T-language).

The statements of natural science are ultimately confirmed
or disconfirmed by means of observations, i.e., of “sense-da-
ta”; or at any rate these statements are used to predict and
control future observations.

At least certain of the statements of natural science, the so-
called O-sentences are accepted or rejected on the basis of a
finite, even a small, number of observations. (Such sentences
may be considered to be completely interpreted.)

All the statements of natural science are open to revision, in
the sense that any T-sentence previously accepted can be re-
jected later, or wice versa, on the one hand, on the ba-
sis of new observations, and on the other hand, as a conse-
quence of a change in' “theories”. Therefore, there are no
purely observational sentences at all."®
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Taking into consideration these facts, I propose — on the
basis of the “methodological rule” (OP) — to adopt the following
“empiricist criterion of reference”, (ECR) for short:

(ECR) Every empirically cognitive T-language refers exclusi-
vely to the observations (i.e., to the sense-data) on the
basis of which the statements of such a language are ac-
cepted or rejected.

I propose (ECR) as a substitute for the rather discredited
“empiricist criterion of meaning”’, replacing the worn-out con-
of a cognitive T-language, which is on the one hand, consis-
"theory of reference” ).

In support of (ECR), I argue that it is the sole interpretation
of a cognitive T-language, which is on the one hand, consis-
tent with my assumption (OP), and on the other hand, which in
conjunction with(OP) explains the above mentioned facts (i) -
(iv). (ECR) obviously implies the restoration of empiricism in the
strongest and most extended form, but it discards the currently
fashionable “linguistic’ or “objectivistic” empiricism, as I would
put it. The latter, which has substituted “observability” for “ob-
servation” and is based on the dubious dichotomy of “observation
language” vs. “theoretical language”, is unable to explain the abo-
ve mentioned fact (iv); it is already severely attacked by many phi-
losophers of science,'” and I do not think that it can be rescued
even in the form of a “modest empiricism’*.

The most important consequence of (ECR), — besides the on-
tological consequence that all natural science refers really, though
indirectly, to sense-data exclusively — is that the concept of truth
(in the strict sense of a “semantic concept of truth”) is inappli-
cable to natural science. Indeed the truth -condition of a sentence,
in order to be epistemologically relevant, must be formulated in
a directly referential semantic metalanguage. But according to
(OP), there is no other directly referential language than the
S-language. So we must define the concept of truth by using an
S-language as the metalanguage. But since no T-sentence is trans-
latable into an S-language, it follows that the truth of any T-sen-
tence, (even if it were an O-sentence) could not be defined. (The
attempt to define the truth of such sentences by using a T-lan-
guage is, if not logically, at least epistemologically, pointless.) The
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impossibility of defining the truth of a T-sentence reflects the fact
that the referent of no such sentence can consist in a closed set of
sense-data (since all the sentences of a T-language are interconnec-
ted, so that the referent of any sentence of such a language is in
principle also a referent of all other sentences of the language).

We arrive thus at a “pragmatist theory of truth”. But this
theory applies only to the T-sentences, a strict “correspondence
theory of truth” (i.e., the “semantic truth concept” ) being still
applicable to the S-languages.

Using Prof. 1. Scheffler’s terminology,”” we may say that
(ECR) constitutes an interpretation of the language of natural
science which is based both on “pragmatism’ and on “syntactic
fictionalism”, so that these two views are not incompatible. I may
conclude by saying that (ECR) is a “syntactic re-interpretation’,
or better, a “‘re-interpretation on the metalinguistic level” of na-
tural science, which is consistent both wich empiricism (though
not with its “linguistic” and “objectivistic” varierty) and with
pragmatism (though not with a universal one).
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