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2. the verification account of meaning & {Z{TAZFHA Lz &1y,

Although our own interests in mindreading became increasingly multifarious as we dug into this
interdisciplinary project, our interest stemmed originally from philosophical concerns. Since the
philosophical interest of mindreading may be somewhat less readily apparent, wé will explain in
some détail why discussion of folk psychology, theory of mind, and mindreading has played such
an important role in the philosophy of mind. .

[ To appreciate philosopheré‘ fascination with these themes, it will be useful to begin with a brief
~reminder about the two most importaﬁt questions in the philosophy of mind, and the problems
engendered by what was for centuries the most influential answer to one of those questions. The
questions are the Mind-Body Problem, which asks how mental phenomena are related to physical
phenomena, and the Problém of Other Minds, which asks how we can know about the mental states
of other people. On Descartes's proposed solution to the Mind-Body Problem, there are two quite
different sorts of substances in the universe: physical substance, which ié located in space and time,
and mental substance, which is located in time but not in space. Mental phenomena, according to
Descartes, are events or states occurring in a mental substance, while physical phenomena are
events or states occurring in a physical substance.]® Descartes insisted that there is two-way causal
interaction between the mentall and the physica],. though many philosophers find it puzzling how the
two could interact if one is in space and the other isn't. Another problem with the Cartesian(®0 -
view is that it seems to make the Other Minds Problem quite intractable. If, as Descartes believed, I
am the only person who can experience my mental states, then there seems to be no way for you to
rule out the hypothesis that I am a mindless zombie ®? -- a physical body that merely behaves as
though it was causally linked to a mind. _

In the middle years of the twentieth century the verificationist account of meaning had a major
impact on philosophical thought. According to the verificationists, the meaning of an empirical
- claim is closely linked to the observations that would verify "the. claim. Influenced by
veriﬂ;:atioﬁism,r philosophical behaviorists argued that the Cartesian account of the mind as the
'ghdst in the machine' (o use Ryle's memorable image) was profoundly mistaken (Ryle 1949). If
ordinary mental state words like 'belief, ‘desire!, and 'pain’ are to be meaningful, they maintained,

these terms cannot refer to unobservable events taking place inside a person (or, worse still, not .



located in space at all). Rather, the meaning of sentences invoking these terms must be analyzed in
terms of conditional sentences specifying how someone would behave under various
circumstances. So, for example, a philosophical behaviorist might suggest that the meaning of

(1) John believes that snow is white '

could be captured by something like the following:

(2) If you ask John, 'Is snow white?' he will respond affirmatively.

Perhaps the most serious difficulty for philosophical behaviorists was that their meaning anatyses
typically turned out to be either obviously mistaken or circular -- invoking one mental term in the:
ana]ysié of another. So, for example, contrary to (2), even though John believes that snow is white,
he may not respond affirmatively uﬁless he is paying attention, wants to let you know what he
thinks, believes that this can be done by responding affirmatively, etc.

[While philosophical behaviorists were gradually becoming convinced that there is no way
around this circularity problem, a very similar problem was confronting philosophers seeking
verificationist accounts of the meaning of scientific terms. Verificationism requires that the
meaning of a theoretical term must be specifiable in terms of observables. But when philosophers
actually tried to provide such deﬁn‘itions;\'they always seemed to require additional theoretical

- terms. The reaction to this problem in the philosophy of science was to explore a quite different
account of how theoretical terms get their meaning. Rather than being defined Aexc]l)sively in terms
of observables, this new account proposed, a cluster of theoretical terms might get their meaning
collectively by being embedded within an empirical theory. The meaning of any given theoretical
term lies in its theory-specified interconnections with other terms, both observational and
theoret\ical.]" |
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