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1. Introductory

Are all natural languages intertranslatable?
 I will argue that without what I shall term the ‘semantic expandability thesis’—languages may evolve to express novel meanings, thoughts and concepts—the intertranslatability of all natural languages is patently false. If we allow an unrestricted version of the expandability thesis then the intertranslatability of all natural languages follows trivially. I will suggest, further, that once we become clear about semantic expandability, it may be that there is more common ground among disputants than initial appearances indicate, and; expandability introduces a serious challenge to Davidson’s well-known argument for intertranslatability.

The model of translation in question is familiar enough from the writings of Tarski (et. al). Translation requires finding a sentence of the home language that expresses the truth of a sentence in the target language such that it satisfies this translation schema: ‘P if and only if Q’, where ‘P’ stands for a sentence of the target language and ‘Q’ a sentence of the home language. So, to translate a sentence from the target language such as: ‘Il pleut.’ requires finding a sentence of English that expresses the same truth, in this case: ‘It is raining’. We then obtain the following biconditional: ‘Il pleut’ is true if and only if ‘It is raining’ is true. The intertranslatability of all natural languages thesis (IT) is true, if and only if for every language X and Y, for every sentence of X there is a sentence of Y that satisfies this translation schema.
 Unless otherwise noted, in what follows I shall mean by ‘intertranslatable’ is ‘fully intertranslatable’. The contrast here is the idea of partial translation: some range of sentences of the target language may resist translation. Also, we will be thinking about ‘idealized translation’ or ‘translation in principle’, and so we will ignore contingent impediments to translation.

2. The Expandability Argument

I want to suggest an argument based on a similar sort of idealization in support of IT. The strategy will be to present a compact version of the argument first, and then in subsequent sections, expand on some of its assumptions and discuss possible objections.

A conjectured universal property of languages is that new terms may be added, e.g., words like ‘artsy’ and ‘audiophile’ are recent additions to English.
 Following Davidson, we may think of this as ‘expandability’.
  What is important for our purposes is to note that Davidson seems to think the expandability of natural languages is an important reason for believing IT.
 Malpas, in a defence and explication of Davidson’s position, sums up this line of thought thusly: “Good translation is almost always a matter of extending our own language to accommodate new terms, phrases and concepts.”
 

Now, if we think about the “expandability” aspect of languages in an idealized fashion then it seems IT follows. For suppose opponents of IT assert that there are two languages L1 and L2 that are not fully intertranslatable. This objection can be met by noting that this difficulty occurs at some particular time, but the fact languages may expand their resources through the introduction of new words (or redefining existing terms), phrases and expressions, shows that this is not a decisive objection. Speakers of L1, when they have difficulty understanding the speakers of L2, always have the option of introducing new words or phrases to L1 in order to translate what is said in L2. In terms of actual practice, one way this is done is through what socio-linguists call ‘loan words’, words that are taken from a foreign language and incorporated into the home language, e.g., ‘wallaby’ is a loan word introduced into English from an Australian aboriginal language. The need for loan words is not surprising; for it is not surprising that the original European settlers had no word for wallaby. Clearly, this did not mean that translation between English explorers and the Australian aboriginals was impossible; rather, English was expanded through the introduction of this loan word. It is true that some groups may resist or be open to language expansion more than others; for instance, English has a reputation as being quite open to expansion.
 Speakers of other languages may do more to preserve the “purity” of their language; they may resist new vocabulary and redefinition of terms. But we should understand this as a political decision about how their language is to be used and treated rather than a constitutive feature of such languages. Such a political decision may well be reversed in the future, and so it seems possible that any language may become as “impure” as English is often said to be. Since language expansion is always a possibility, failure of translation between two languages is always a contingent matter: not enough time or energy (for one reason or another) has gone into expanding the home language to accommodate those foreign terms, phrases, or sentences that resist expression in the unaltered home language. 

In fact, IT follows from the fact that any particular language might evolve into THE LANGUAGE—the union of all natural languages.  Since THE LANGUAGE contains all natural languages as proper subsets, it is able to translate every language. So, imagine if you will, a group of neonate gods— omniscient translators in training—who speak English just as we do, but add a new loan word to their language everyday.
 Given enough time (perhaps millennia—they are gods after all), this vocabulary improvement exercise will allow the neonate gods to speak THE LANGUAGE.  Once the omniscient translators speak THE LANGUAGE, IT is trivial, since all other languages form a proper subset of THE LANGUAGE. Of course, what we have said about English applies to every other natural language, i.e., that any natural language spoken by the neonate omniscient translators in training could in principle evolve through the addition of loan words into THE LANGUAGE.  So, IT is true.

3. Expandability

The expandability argument raises several issues that require further scrutiny, most importantly perhaps, is the idea of expandability itself. There are three types of language expansion that we should consider: synonym expansion, syntactic expansion, and semantic expansion. Synonym expansion means the addition of words to a language that are identical in meaning to existing terms. Consider three synonyms in English: ‘augment’, ‘increase’ and ‘wax’. It has been suggested that each of these terms (at least in one of their senses) means the same thing, yet the etymology of each is different: ‘augment’ comes from Latin, ‘increase’ is taken from Old French, and ‘wax’ is derived from Old English.
 It should be fairly obvious that synonym expansion offers little in the way of potential translation difficulties. For example, if the home language lacks the resources to translate some foreign sentence, the multiplication of synonyms in the home language will not improve the situation, for synonyms simply give us a different way of saying the same thing. If the first English speaking settlers in Australia had no way of translating the Aboriginal word ‘wallaby’, no amount of multiplication of synonyms in English is going to help with this translation problem. 

Let us say that languages exhibit ‘syntactic expansion’ when the meaning of some extant words, phrases or sentences are expressed by a new and different combination of terms, phrases or sentences.  For example, suppose we wanted to translate the sentence ‘Jones is an optometrist’ into some foreign tongue. However, we discover that the target language does not have an equivalent word to ‘optometrist’ in its vocabulary, but fortunately has equivalents of the terms ‘eye’, ‘specialization’ and ‘doctor’.
  The sentence could be translated without loss of meaning by the foreign equivalent of ‘Jones is a doctor who specializes in the treatment of eyes’. We might even imagine that the foreigners eventually introduce into their language a term equivalent to ‘optometrist’ or perhaps even the word ‘optometrist’ itself is used as a loan word. In either case, the language will have undergone syntactic expansion because there is now a new word that expresses the same meaning as the conjunction of existing terms. Notice that there is no semantic expansion in this case, since the term to be translated is simply a composite of pre-existing semantic units. Of course, cognitively speaking, this simple rearrangement of the semantic units might be quite significant: perhaps it introduces the foreigners to the idea that doctors might specialize. Yet, so long as we agree with Davidson and others that translation does not require word-by-word translation, the phenomena of syntactic expansion of a language is of little consequence for IT, for again syntactic expansion allows merely a different way of saying the same thing. 

The more important idea here, I believe, is semantic expansion. Languages exhibit ‘semantic expansion’ when new meanings are introduced—meanings that cannot be expressed using either synonym or syntactic expansion. Consider a very simple case. Suppose we find a group of foreigners who do not have the concept or word for ‘game’. It seems that they do not play games and have not had the opportunity to observe others playing games. So there is no hope of finding a single foreign synonym for ‘game’. So when they see the visiting ethnologists Jones and Smith playing a game of chess they ask, “What are they doing?” The difficulty then is how to translate the answer: ‘Jones and Smith are playing a game.’ The problem here, as Wittgenstein (2002) famously argued, is that there is no way of explicating ‘game’ in terms of more primitive notions.  That is, if Wittgenstein is correct, translating ‘game’ cannot be simply a case of syntactic expansion. What this means is that, since the tribe does not have the concept of a game, it would be necessary to teach them the concept, and perhaps teach them a new word that means what we mean by ‘game’. In this case, the semantic resources of the foreigners’ language will have increased, since they will then understand a new meaning.

4. The Necessity of Semantic Expansion for Intertranslation

I want to argue now that semantic expansion is a necessary condition for the truth of IT. The ‘different histories’ argument builds on the idea that historical differences (in the broadest sense) between peoples may lead to differing resources of their languages. As we noted above, it is no surprise that Australian Aboriginals, with their history on the continent of Australia, had the word ‘wallaby’ while Europeans did not. One of the clearest cases of the necessity of semantic expansion comes from consideration of translation difficulties associated with the specialized vocabulary and concepts of modern science. Imagine a remote tribe, the ‘Isolates’. They employ a stone-age equivalent technology and have had no contact with other human groups for thousands of years. Any plausible semantic theory, I take it, would require that the language of this remote tribe must undergo semantic expansion in order to translate the terms and concepts of modern science and technology. Think how unlikely it is that the Isolates would have a term like ‘lepton’ as part of their vocabulary, or that by merely syntactically expanding their language they would be able to define this term. Again, we run into the idea that we will need a theory of meaning here to say how such semantic expansion occurs. On what we might think of as a “Fregean” view of meaning, terms such as ‘lepton’ have their meaning fixed in part by the complex theoretical web of contemporary science. On an “externalist” view of meaning, the meaning of ‘lepton’ is fixed (at least in part) by speakers’ causal commerce with leptons. On either theory of meaning, it follows that for this isolated tribe to translate such terms it would require some fairly major semantic expansion of their language, for they possess neither the theory to describe leptons, nor the scientific apparatus to initiate the appropriate causal commerce with Leptons. None of this is to say that the Isolates could not learn about modern science, but it is to make the point that as they learn science their language will undergo semantic expansion.

5. Types of Translation

The products of these types of expansion suggest two quite different understandings of the process of translation. One we might think of as ‘look-up translation’ where foreign words or phrases are matched by equivalent words or phrases in the home language. The other is what might be dubbed ‘extra-learning translation’. This is the form of translation where we learn new meanings, and is related to the idea of semantic expansion. Here ‘extra’ refers to both the idea that this form of translation typically requires more learning; and that typically the learning involved requires some extra-linguistic learning: learning something about the world or the world of ideas. 

A simple example adapted from Lyons (1977) may illustrate the difference here, as well as how the two types of translation may be at work in translating a single sentence. Consider translating the old favourite: “The cat is on the mat” into French. Here ‘cat’ can be translated as ‘chat’ in a reasonably unproblematic manner.
 There is a difficulty in finding a French equivalent for ‘mat’. Semantically close terms include ‘paillasson’, ‘carpette’ and ‘tapis’, but none seems to capture what is meant by ‘mat’. What this means is that there is a failure of look-up translation for mat, and so the translation of the entire sentence cannot be a matter of look-up translation. This is not to say that the sentence ‘The cat is on the mat’ will resist all attempts at translation. An obvious way to translate here would be to introduce a new word in French that expresses an equivalent of ‘mat’. This would be a case of extra-learning translation because this would mean that French speakers would learn something about a possible taxonomy of floor coverings: the taxonomy implicated by the word ‘mat’. French speakers may learn about the French equivalent of the word ‘mat’ in just the same way that English speakers may learn about the meaning of the word ‘mat’, by seeing a number of instances of mats, and perhaps some explanation as to how they differ from other floor coverings.

6. A Resolution?

I have suggested that the expandability argument is sufficient for IT, the different histories argument says that semantic expandability is necessary for IT. It would seem then that opponents of IT ought to reject the idea of semantic expandability. Surprisingly, this is not what we find. For example, Whorf explicitly endorses language expandability in his discussion of ‘linguistic relativity’, the idea that different languages “carve up” the world in quite different ways. For example, an apparent counterexample to the linguistic relativity thesis that Whorf discusses is the fact that scientists around the world describe the world in similar terms:

That modern Chinese or Turkish scientists describe the world in the same terms as Western scientists means, of course, only that they have taken over bodily the entire Western system of rationalizations, not that they have corroborated that system from their native posts of observation.

Whorf’s point then is not that scientists converge on a similar description of reality with languages with independent histories, rather, the convergence on a similar description is an artefact of a wholesale adoption of the language of Western science, what Whorf describes as the “entire Western system of rationalizations”. In other words, these languages semantically expand to incorporate Western science.

Kuhn suggests a similar idea when he speaks about incommensurability.
 Kuhn says that one aspect of the problem of incommensurability is that the meaning of terms changes over time.
 This means that our language in one sense expands, as we develop new meanings in our physical theories. There is a sense, also, in which our language contracts; we are no longer able to mean exactly the same thing as our ancestors. To recover these older meanings we need to expand our language, and this is the task of the historian of science, i.e., one of the tasks of the historian requires semantic expansion. In the terms developed here, incommensurability poses an insurmountable problem to translation only if ‘translation’ is understood as ‘look-up translation’, e.g., to translate the word ‘mass’ as used by Einsteinians, the only option for Newtonians is to look-up ‘mass’ in their vocabulary, that is, that the term must have the same meaning in both languages. But to say that such terms are not look-up translatable does not imply that they are not extra-learning translatable. A historian of science, according to Kuhn, can learn both senses of the term ‘mass’, the Einsteinian and the Newtonian, but this may mean extra-learning translation for the historian.

In light of the foregoing, it is interesting to see what Davidson says about Whorf and Kuhn:

Whorf, wanting to demonstrate that Hopi incorporates a metaphysics so alien to ours that Hopi and English cannot, as he puts it, 'be calibrated' uses English to convey the contents of sample Hopi sentences.  Kuhn is brilliant saying what things were like before the revolution using--what else? --our post-revolutionary idiom.

I think there is room to wonder here whether Davidson fails to appreciate that Whorf and Kuhn are denying look-up translation but not extra-learning translation. A possible resolution suggests that English may have to semantically expand in order to express the alien metaphysics of Hopi. So, Whorf might claim that look-up translation between English and Hopi, on first contact, is impossible but extra-learning translation is possible. If English expands to incorporate the new meanings suggested by Hopi, then look-up translation might be possible in the future, just as look-up translation of ‘wallaby’ was impossible at one time, but thanks to the expansion of English, is now possible. 
  Similarly, Whorf might say that look-up translation of Western science is impossible for the earlier versions of Chinese and Turkish, but these languages semantically expanded through the process of extra-learning translation. Kuhn in turn could suggest that achieving the post-revolutionary idiom cannot be done through look-up translation, but requires the hard work of extra-learning translation. 

7. IT, the Agreement On Most Matters Argument and the Expandability Argument.

It has perhaps not gone unnoticed that the expandability argument is quite different from Davidson’s well-known argument for IT. I want to suggest that the expandability argument offers resources to question what we might think of as Davidson’s ‘prior agreement on most
 matters argument’ (PAMM) for IT. Given space restrictions, however, I can only make the argument in outline. 

PAMM, in outline, is relatively straightforward. Davidson argues that a necessary condition for the attribution of a language to any group of foreigners is that there is a large background of shared agreement between translator and speakers of a foreign language; specifically, for all languages X and Y, there is always agreement between the speakers of X and Y on most matters.
 The reason, says Davidson, is that we cannot understand the language of foreigners without understanding their beliefs, and we cannot understand their beliefs without understanding their language. The only possible means to break into this circle of dependence is to translate their language on the assumption of largely shared beliefs. 

One difference between the expandability argument and PAMM can be seen by reflecting on Rorty’s Galactic time-traveler example.
 The example is based on the idea of radical historical change. Rorty notes that, while we share many beliefs with the ancient Greeks, some beliefs have been revised. Rorty makes use of Neurath’s analogy of our beliefs being like the planks of a ship at sea. Only a few planks can be changed at any one time, but given enough time, its seems, every plank might be changed. Accordingly, it may be the case that in some future era a civilization has evolved which shares no beliefs with the ancient Greeks nor with ourselves. Of course if this example is coherent it presents a real challenge to PAMM, for it suggests the possibility that there could be language users who are not subject to PAMM.

One problem Rorty sees with this example is that it leads down a very slippery slope. For if we accept the idea that for all we know the Galactians are among us now, but are unable to communicate with us, what is to rule out the possibility that the world is filled with beings which are incapable of communicating with? “Why” asks Rorty, “should we ignore the possibility that the trees and the bats and the butterflies and the stars all have their various untranslatable languages in which they are busily expressing their beliefs and desires to one another?”
 Rorty’s suggestion then is that we are left with a dilemma: either we agree with Davidson that the idea of a language user cannot be separated from the idea that all language users agree on most matters, in which case the Galacticians and the butterflies do not qualify as language users; or, if we allow that the idea of language users failing to agree on most matters, in which case we have to accept the idea that the Galactians as well as the butterflies might be language users. Rorty agrees with Davidson in rejecting the latter possibility.

In contrast, the expandability argument does not place this restriction on language attribution. Of course the expandability argument requires that intertranslation is possible, but it does not invoke the idea that there must be agreement prior to translation. One way to imagine intertranslation occurring without prior agreement is to suppose that the Galacticians leave a group of their children here, and take a group of present-day children back to their time period. Of course, by hypothesis this is not something that is arranged by mutual consent, since we are imagining that translation is impossible. During the exchange period the Galacticians’ children learn English, and the children from our time learn Galactic. When the Galacticians return, all the children are able to conversely fluently with one another in a creolised version of Galactic and English. When we ask the children to translate something for us, they say direct translation is not possible. The children explain that the Galacticians have a radically different language; they say it would be like trying to translate the language of the Bible into the language of particle physics. 

The obvious rebuttal to this, by supporters of PAMM, is that it begs the question of how the children would learn the foreign language in the first instance. If the English-speaking children are to learn to speak Galactic they must figure out what the Galacticians are saying, so they will have to find equivalent expressions in their own language if translation is to proceed at all. According to Davidson’s argument, of course, such translation would presuppose a prior shared agreement on most matters. So, supporters of PAMM would say that the thought about children learning the Galactic language is incoherent. 

This way of stating the issue I think reveals an important assumption in Davidson’s argument: that language learning will be mostly a matter of look-up translation. To see this, consider running PAMM on the acquisition of a child’s first language. How does a child understand the language spoken by her mom or dad? Well, it would have to be that there is massive agreement between the child and the parent before translation between the language of adults and the developing idiolect of the child. But this means that a child would have to have a language in which to express this prior agreement on most matters necessary for learning the first language; but then the so-called “first language” is not the first language, since the child must have a prior language in which to express the prior agreement. 

Now it might be thought that a perfectly appropriate response by a defender of PAMM is to say that when a child learns a first language this is not a matter of translation, so Davidson need not be backed into this regress or language of thought conclusion. This may be the right thing to say about a child learning a first language, but notice how damaging this is for PAMM. If not all language learning is a matter of translation then this means that children have some way of learning a language that is not subject to PAMM. But if this is the case, it seems to open up the possibility of learning a second language in the same way as one learns a first language. And since learning a first language is not subject to PAMM, at least in principle, learning a second language might also be exempt.
 

In the terms developed here, PAMM looks most appropriate when we are thinking about look-up translation. Here the idea would be that a necessary condition for look-up translation between two languages is that there is agreement on most matters between speaker and translator. In any event, we may grant for the sake of the argument, that such agreement may be necessary for look-up translation, so our question resolves to whether such agreement is necessary for extra-learning translation. From what we have said, at least in general, it seems that shared agreement is not necessary for extra-learning translation, because children do not learn a first language based on prior agreement. Since they do not have a language, massive prior agreement is not possible, and so it cannot be necessary for children to learn a first language. So, obviously children cannot learn their first language on the basis of look-up translation because this too assumes that they already have a language.
 On the other hand, semantic expansion is the hallmark of childhood: children learn a language through extra learning translation. So, the thought then is that we might learn radically different languages not by look-up translation but by the same process whereby children learn a first language. So we need not deny that speakers must largely agree once such extra learning translation occurs, but we can deny that shared prior agreement is necessary as a prerequisite for extra-linguistic translation.

Proponents of PAMM may press for details about how language learning can proceed in absence of shared agreement. I offer no theory here explaining this, (and of course many have found quite remarkable the fact that children are able to learn languages so quickly), but the fact remains that however young children learn a language, and they do so without prior agreement on most matters. This same process may allow radically different languages—ones where the speakers do not share wide spread agreement—to eventually translate one another through the same process of semantic expansion that children utilize.
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End Notes





� Thinkers are divided on the answer here: Tarski (1956), Davidson (1984), Katz (1978) and others maintain that all natural languages are intertranslatable; Whorf (1956), Kuhn (1970) Feyerabend (1975) Chomsky (1980) and Fodor (1983) and others maintain the contrary.


� The model proposed by Quine (1960) looks for extensional equivalence here.


� On the face of it, IT may look incredibly implausible. For instance, it seems we can easily imagine a meteorite wipes out every trace of a whole (conjectured) linguistic community just as we are about to attempt to translate their language. More realistic (and sadder) examples stem from instances where every speaker of a language has been murdered in acts of genocide before their language was fully translated, as happened to the Aboriginal communities in Tasmania. Clarke Glymour (1982) suggests a variant on the idea of impoverished evidence: suppose we discover radio signals from a distant star that suggest the presence of language users, although we find that we cannot translate the signals. In such cases it seems that restrictions on our abilities to gain evidence could lead us to suppose that there are untranslatable languages.


However, such objections fail to appreciate that proponents of IT typically mean something like ‘intertranslatable in principle’; or as Davidson (1984:72) terms it, IT “idealizes” the question of intertranslation. (For arguments that seem to presuppose that this “in principle” or “idealization” qualification ought not be granted see Rescher (1980) and Gylmour (1982). For a defense of Davidson’s idealization see, B.  Vermazen, (1986) and Malpas (1989)). Accordingly, if we are to understand IT as an idealization then we must rule out various contingent limitations to translation, e.g., if the meteorite had not wiped them out, if they had not been victims of genocide, if we could ride a spaceship and meet them face to face and so on, then intertranslation is possible.


� This appears to be an important part of Katz’s defence of IT.


� Davidson writes:


Tarski is right, I think, in proposing that we think of natural languages as essentially intertranslatable (although I don't see why this requires word-by-word translation).  The proposal idealizes the flexibility and expandability of natural languages, but can be justified by a transcendental argument (which I will not give here). (1984:72)





In a footnote to this passage Davidson refers the reader to his “On the Very Idea of a Conceptual Scheme” and "The Method of Truth in Metaphysics" for this transcendental argument.  


� Unfortunately, in neither paper does Davidson say explicitly what ‘expandability’ amounts to. 


� 1989:250.


� A famous quote by J. D. Nicoll makes this point well:


“The problem with defending the purity of the English language is that English is about as pure as a cribhouse whore. We don't just borrow words; on occasion, English has pursued other languages down alleyways to beat them unconscious and riffle their pockets for new vocabulary.”


� It may be objected that by appealing to an omniscient translator one is taking the idealization condition too far. In fact, I agree with this objection and I think that a more naturalistic approach to language translation is in order. This issue is beyond the scope of the paper, but, for example, I think there might be some empirical investigation about the limits to semantic expansion (see below). Note too that Davidson considers the possibility of an omniscient interpreter in “The Method of Truth in Metaphysics” reprinted in Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation, op.  cit., and “A Coherence Theory of Truth and Knowledge” reprinted in Truth and Interpretation, op.  cit.   The point of the omniscient interpreter argument is to show that most of our beliefs must be true, not to demonstrate the intertranslatability of all natural languages. Indeed, I would argue that Davidson’s intertranslatability argument is a necessary condition for this anti-skeptical argument. 


� In effect, what we are imagining is convergent evolution of particular natural languages that evolve to become THE LANGUAGE. There are questions of individuation here. As a parallel, imagine a descendent species of black bears in North America and a descendent species of Koala bears in Australia evolve to be genetically and morphologically identical. The most improbable case of convergent evolution to be sure, and to be sure that it is a serious case of convergent evolution let us imagine that there is no cross-breeding or other transfer of genes between the two evolutionary lines. Are we to say that there are two genetically and morphologically identical species, or a single species that evolve from two different evolutionary branches? I think the same sort of question might be asked about language evolution: if both English and French evolve into THE LANGUAGE do we have two languages that happen to be identical or two languages evolved to become one? 


� I take this example from http://www.answers.com/topic/synonym. Note that the terms may have multiple meanings so there is no reason to think that they can be substituted salva verite, in every context, e.g., it does not make much sense to say “the candle is made out of augment.” That said, I think there is some worry here whether these are indeed synonyms or merely closely related in meaning. However, nothing in my argument depends on whether there are in fact synonyms in use.


� In appealing to this old philosophical chestnut I am ignoring here the problem that this definition does not provide sufficient conditions for ‘optometrist’, since the above definition fits our understanding of ophthalmologists as well.


� It may well be that the question of exactly where to draw the line when semantic expansion occurs is difficult to answer. To give a single example: Hilary Putnam (1975) used his “twin earth” thought experiment to advocate the inadequacy of a certain view of meaning. Twin earth, we are told, is more or less identical with earth except that it does not have the substance water.  However, on twin earth there is a substance that is phenomenologically indistinguishable (at least without advanced scientific apparatus) from water: this substance, ‘twater’, looks and acts like water but has a different microphysical structure: water is a composite of H2O whereas twater is a composite of XYZ.  The denizens of twin earth use the word ‘water’ for twater; however, Putnam argues that what we mean by ‘water’ and what twin earthers mean by ‘water’ is not the same. If one thinks that Putnam is correct then, if English-speaking scientists visit twin earth then English will semantically expand as they learn what ‘water’ means on twin earth.  However, if one does not believe Putnam’s argument—if one maintains for instance that ‘water’ is fixed by its phenomenological properties, and thus ‘water’ means the same thing on earth as twin earth—then this may not be a case of semantic expansion. In any event, what this shows then is that our theory of meaning will greatly affect our understanding of when (or if) semantic expansion has occurred.  


� As Lynons points out, the fact that ‘cat’ is neuter, but ‘chat’ masculine, also raises difficulties, but we may skip this problem here.


� 1956:214. Cf. 154 where Whorf talks about the need for contemporary scientific language to expand to deal with “the cosmos” and where Whorf’s own linguistic relativity requires new language (152). The invention of new language is a relatively slow process compared with our cultural innovations (156).


� Kuhn writes: “Incommensurability is a notion that for me emerged from attempts to understand apparently nonsensical passages encountered in old scientific texts. Ordinarily they had been taken as evidence of the author’s confused or mistaken beliefs. My experiences led me to suggest, instead, that those passages were being misread: the appearance of nonsense could be removed by recovering older meanings for some of the terms involved, meanings different from those subsequently current. During the years since, I’ve often spoken metaphorically of the process by which later meanings had been produced from earlier ones as a process of language change. And, more recently, I’ve spoken also of the historian’s recovery of older meanings as a process of language learning…”


�   Cf. Kuhn "... what the participants in a communication breakdown can do is recognize each other as members of different language communities and then become translators. Taking the differences between their own intra and inter-group discourse as itself a subject for study, they can first attempt to discover the terms and locutions that, used unproblematically within each community, are nevertheless foci of trouble for inter-group discussions. (Locutions that present no such difficulties may be homophonically translated.) Having isolated such areas of difficulty in scientific communication, they can next resort to their shared everyday vocabularies in an effort further to elucidate their troubles. Each may, that is, try to discover what the other would see and say when presented with a stimulus to which his own verbal response would be different. If they sufficiently refrain from explaining anomalous behavior as the consequence of mere error or madness, they may in time become very good predictors of each other’s behavior. Each will have learned to translate the other’s theory and its consequences into his own language and simultaneously to describe in his language the world to which that theory applies. That is what the historian of science regularly does (or should) when dealing with out-of-date theories."  (p.202)


� (1984:184)


� Of course, the wallaby example may be a bit misleading because it suggests that the terms of Hopi might be incorporated singularly through semantic expansion. If we hold to some version of semantic holism then it might be that English will have to expand to incorporate a number of Hopi meanings at once, that semantic expansion cannot proceed by singular words. A similar point would apply when we think of semantic expansion of languages to incorporate scientific meanings. If meaning holism is true then semantic expansion does not proceed one word at a time but requires taking on a host of interconnected meanings.


� The idea of ‘most’ is metaphorical (and expressed in different ways by Davidson) because of the potentially infinite number of beliefs we might have or ascribe to others. See….


� This familiar argument appears in a number of works by Davidson, e.g., Truth and Interpretation, 150, 168, 200. Sometimes Davidson might be read as making an epistemic point: we cannot recognize as language users those who we do not agree on most. I shall assume that he is making a metaphysical claim that there cannot be language users that do not share massive agreement. Nothing in what follows turns on this difference between knowing about or there being language users who are not subject to PAMM.


� In “The World Well Lost” reprinted in The Consequences of Pragmatism, Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1982, 3-18


�  Ibid.


� Their reasons for rejecting such a consequence seem to be a little different. Davidson suggests we can dismiss a priori the possibility of language users failing to agree with us on most matters, suggesting perhaps something like logical impossibility. Rorty, in contrast, seems to allow the logical possibility but rejects it on pragmatists’ grounds: the possibility is sterile, it lacks cash-value. (See Rorty’s (in)famous “Don’t care” conclusion in ibid. )


� I say ‘in principle’ here because it may be that humans often use look-up translation as the means to learn a second language, although I suspect that this is a more apt description of how most adults  and not children acquire a second language. 


� I am of course assuming that the language of thought hypothesis (Fodor, 1975) is not viable.


� The fact that we seemed to have switched from talk of ‘translation’ to ‘language learning’ suggests a criticism from a different direction: language acquisition of children is not properly called ‘translation’ in any sense but is more aptly called ‘language acquisition’. By extension, if we suppose with Whorf that the Chinese and the Turks semantically expanded their language to accommodate scientific language then it seems we should say that they did not translate scientific vocabulary but acquired scientific language. The point then is that what we have been calling ‘extra-language translation’ is more akin to the language acquisition of children than what is typically thought of as translation. 


I have some sympathy with this point; however, little seems to turn on it. If semantic expansion is more a matter of acquiring rather than translating a language, still semantic expansion may permit intertranslatability between languages that previously were not translatable.
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