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4.1
THE ROLE OF
EXPERIMENT

Edouard Machery and Stephen Stich

In this chapter, we argue that philosophers of language should emulate linguists, who
are increasingly replacing the traditional informal reliance on their own and their
colleagues’ intuitions with systematic experimental surveys of ordinary speakers’ intui-
tions. This experimental turn has enabled linguists to alleviate some significant con-
cerns about their methodology, and a similar experimental turn in the philosophy of
language would, we believe, enable philosophers to alleviate similar concerns about
their methodology.

Here is how we will proceed. In Section 1, we will describe the experimental turn in
generative linguistics, and argue that a similar methodological shift is called for in the
philosophy of language. In Section 2, we review some of the burgeoning experimental
work in the philosophy of language, which illustrates both the need for an experimental
approach in the philosophy of language and the benefits to be gained. In the remainder
of the chapter, we focus on the most well-known experimental work in the philosophy
of language: the cross-cultural studies of intuitions about the reference of proper names.
In Section 3, we address an influential objection against this work. In Section 4, we
argue that an experimental turn in the philosophy of language is bound to have some
significant philosophical implications, illustrating this claim with the implications of
the cross-cultural work on intuitions about reference.

1 Emulating the Experimental Turn in
Generative Linguistics

1.1 The Experimental Turn in Generative
Linguistics

Following Chomsky (1957), most syntacticians in the generative tradition rely on a
familiar methodology: develop theories that accommodate judgments about linguisti-
cally significant properties of sentences and their parts. While various sorts of judgments
have been used, judgments about the acceptability of sentences have played a central
role in generative syntax. Because the judgments that serve as evidence for syntactic
theories are typically made quickly without being consciously inferred (they spring to
mind, as it were), they are often called “intuitions.” Syntactic theories in generative
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linguistics are evaluated on the basis of their consistency with these intuitions: they
are supported if they entail that an intuitively acceptable construction is grammati-
cal or that an intuitively unacceptable construction is not grammatical, and they are
undermined if they entail that an intuitively unacceptable construction is grammatical
or that an intuitively acceptable construction is not grammatical. Theories are also
challenged if they entail that some sentence can be read in two different ways while it is
intuitively judged to have a single reading, and in a variety of other ways. Naturally, just
as scientists sometimes discard some empirical findings, generative syntacticians also
recognize that inconsistencies between a theory and some judgments can be explained
away by assuming that for various reasons the judgments are erroneous; these discounted
judgments are often called “performance errors.” For instance, one might fail to notice
one of the readings of a genuinely ambiguous sentence or one might find a grammatical
construction (for example, a garden-path sentence) unacceptable because one fails to
parse it in the right way.

Until the 1990, linguists studying a particular syntactic phenomenon typically relied
on their own intuitions and on the intuitions of other linguists. For instance, in The
Logical Structure of Linguistic Theory, Chomsky argues that in English the position of
verb particles is determined not by the length of the sentential constituents, but by their
complexity. He writes (1975: 477):

While . . . both “the detective brought in the suspect” and “the detective
brought the suspect in” are grammatical, in general the separability of the
preposition is determined by the complexity of the NP object. Thus we could
scarcely have “the detective brought the man who was accused of having stolen
the automobile in.” It is interesting to note that it is apparently not the length
in words of the object that determines the naturalness of the transformation,
but, rather, in some sense, its complexity. Thus “they brought all the leaders
of the riot in” seems more natural than “they brought the man I saw in.” The
latter, though shorter, is more complex.

For present purposes, the important point is that Chomsky supports his hypothesis by
appealing to his own intuitions, assuming that these are representative of the intuitions
of lay competent speakers of English. (For empirical evidence that this assumption is
not entirely correct, see Wasow & Arnold 2005).

In recent years, this feature of the methodology of generative linguistics has been
extensively criticized. Schiitze, in his landmark study of the methods of generative
linguistics, The Empirical Base of Linguistics (1996), made a powerful case that rely-
ing on syntacticians’ intuitions is methodologically inappropriate. Although eliciting
the intuitions of ordinary competent speakers can be fraught with difficulties (e.g.,
Schiitze 2005; Fanselow 2007), experimental work on linguists’ and ordinary com-
petent speakers’ intuitions has not shown that the former are more reliable than the
latter, provided that ordinary speakers understand the nature of the task (Schiitze
1996; Culbertson & Gross 2009). Thus, syntacticians’ reliance on their own intuitions
and those of their colleagues cannot be justified on the grounds that their expertise
make these intuitions more reliable. At best, this long-standing feature of their meth-
odology could be justified on pragmatic grounds since it is easier for syntacticians to
consult their own and their colleagues’ intuitions than to survey the intuitions of ordi-
nary competent speakers. This would be entirely reasonable if syntactians’ reliance on
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their own and on their colleagues’ intuitions did not have important drawbacks. But
that is not the case. First, and most obviously, syntacticians’ theoretical commitments
risk influencing their intuitions, undermining the evidential role of these intuitions.
Several examples discussed by Schiitze show that this worry is not merely speculative
(see also Labov 1975). Lasnik and Saito (1984) assert that sentences such as “Why
do you think that he left?” are ambiguous; Aoun et al. (1987) claim that they are not.
Unsurprisingly, the ambiguity of this type of sentence follows from Lasnik and Saito’s
theory, but not from Aoun et al.’s theory! Second, and equally important, syntacti-
cians’ appeal to their own and to their colleagues’ intuitions can blind them to the
dialectical variation within a given language and biases their understanding of the var-
iation in syntactic properties. Thus, for example, some linguists (for example, Chom-
sky 1976) have held that the contraction “wanna” is unacceptable in sentences such
as (1) because “who” leaves an unpronounced trace after “want” when it is fronted
from its position in (2):

(1) Who did you wanna meet your parents’
(2) You wanted who to meet your parents?

However, some ordinary speakers find sentences such as (1) perfectly acceptable, sug-
gesting that in this respect the grammar of English may vary across individuals (Labov
1996; Wasow & Arnold 2005; but see Phillips 2009 for discussion). Worse, syntactians’
intuitions might be entirely unrepresentative of the language they speak. For instance,
a number of claims made about idioms have been shown to be inaccurate (Nunberg et
al. 1994; Riehemann 2001; for a review of the intricate debate about the “wanna” con-
traction, see Goodall 2006; see Featherston 2007 and Riemer 2009 for other examples).
Though Jackendoff (1997) claimed that the idiom “raise hell” is syntactically inflex-
ible and cannot be turned into a passive construction, Riehemann (2001) showed that
passive versions of “raise hell” are actually often used (discussed in Wasow and Arnold
2005: 1487-8). Finally, Wasow and Arnold (2005: 1485-6; see also Sampson 2005)
suggest that syntacticians’ reliance on their own and their colleagues’ intuitions pre-
vents them from paying attention to easily available counterevidence, perhaps because
of a confirmation bias of some sort.

Linguists and philosophers have not only criticized syntacticians’ reliance on their
own and their colleagues’ intuitions, they also have put forward an alternative meth-
odology: the careful survey of the intuitions of ordinary competent speakers (Bard et al.
1996; Schiitze 1996; Cowart 1997; Marantz 2005; Sorace & Keller 2005; Featherson
2007). Such intuitions are not contaminated by linguistic theories. By surveying them
linguistics avoid relying on intuitions which may be unrepresentative and they are more
likely to detect dialectical variation within a linguistic community. Furthermore, as
even critics of this alternative methodology have acknowledged (Phillips 2009), sur-
veying a large number of ordinary speakers has a number of methodological advan-
tages (for discussion of some of these, see Featherston 2007; Myers 2009). For instance,
aggregating a large number of acceptability ratings is likely to be the only reliable way
to identify subtle differences in acceptability (Bard et al. 1996; Sorace & Keller 2005;
Sprouse 2007).

For these and other reasons, Schiitze issues the following recommendation

(1996: 212):
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Linguistics has much to gain and nothing to lose by taking data collection, and
particularly judgment collection, much more seriously, both with regard to the
insights that will be gained and the theoretical issues that will be clarified, and
with regard to the standing of the field as a scientific endeavor in the larger
academic setting. The realization seems to be growing that the psychology of
grammaticality judgments can no longer be ignored.

This methodological recommendation has been positively received among genera-
tive syntacticians, who rely increasingly on experimental surveys of people’s intuitions
(Schiitze 2005; Myers 2009). Semanticists also have started using experimental meth-
ods (Schiitze 2005; for an example, see Pietroski et al. 2009), while the field of experi-
mental pragmatics is burgeoning (Noveck & Reboul 2008).

Work on Picture Noun Phrases (PNPs) provides a good illustration (Keller & Asu-
deh 2001; see also Featherson (2005) and Haider (2007) on that-traces in German).
While binding theory originally predicted that anaphors can be bound when pronouns
can’t, and vice versa (Chomsky 1981), PNPs such as (3) and (4) appear to show that
this is not the case:

(3) Hanna, found a picture of her,
(4) Hanna, found a picture of herself.

To deal with this type of PNP, various modifications of binding theory have been pro-
posed, including the hypothesis that coreference in some constructions (particularly,
some PNPs) is governed by pragmatic considerations rather than by syntactic or struc-
tural features. Attempting to decide between the proposed hypotheses, Keller and Asu-
deh (2001) found that the acceptability judgments made by lay speakers of English were
at odds with all the approaches to coreference in PNPs. Contrary to the contention of
pragmatic theories, coreference in PNPs turns out to be influenced by structural fea-
tures, but in an entirely unexpected manner. Keller and Asudeh conclude (2001: 488)
that “contrary to all that has been written in the syntactic literature, anaphors can be
bound by the subject even in PNPs with possessors.”

1.2 Moral for Philosophers of Language

The similarities between the typical methods in the philosophy of language and in
generative linguistics are striking. In both fields, intuitions are an important source of
evidence, and philosophers overwhelmingly rely on their own intuitions and those of
“ their colleagues much as generative syntacticians did until the 1990s. We believe that
the three reasons we have discussed that have led a growing number of syntactians to
replace reliance on their own and their colleagues’ intuitions with carefully designed
experimental surveys of the intuitions of ordinary competent speakers carry over to the
philosophy of language straightforwardly.

(1) Despite pronouncements about the superiority of the intuitions of phi-
losophers of language over those of ordinary people (Ludwig 2007; Devitt
2011), there is in fact no empirical evidence supporting this claim.

(2) Philosophers’ theoretical commitments risk influencing their intuitions.

(3) Philosophers’ reliance on their own intuitions risk blinding them to the
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diversity of the relevant intuitions (see next section for some robust evi-
dence supporting this claim) or to the fact that their own intuitions are
unrepresentative.

(Stich 2010)

Thus there is a strong case to be made for philosophers of language to follow the lead
of generative syntacticians and to replace the appeal to their own and their colleagues’
intuitions with systematic empirical studies of ordinary speakers’ intuitions. In the next
section, we review some work that has done just that.

2 Empirical Research in the Philosophy of Language

In this section, we review the burgeoning experimental work in the philosophy of lan-
guage. We believe that this work vindicates our concerns about traditionalists’ methods
in the philosophy of language, and illustrates the need for an experimental turn in this
field too.

2.1 Cross-Cultural Variation in Intuitions about Reference

Asnoted in Section 1, syntacticians are replacing the reliance on their own and on their
colleagues’ intuitions with systematic surveys of the intuitions of competent speakers in
part on the grounds that, by relying on the intuitions of a small segment of humanity,
they might be led to ignore the diversity of people’s intuitions and what that diversity
reveals about the language they speak. As we now show, much the same concern applies
to the philosophy of language.

Philosophers of language have long been interested in explaining how words (proper
names, natural kind terms, etc.) refer, and existing theories of reference can be usefully
classified into two distinct types: descriptivist theories and causal-historical theories.
Focusing on proper names, descriptivist theories propose that a name refers to what-
ever individual best satisfies the description competent speakers associate with this
name (Searle 1958; Jackson 1998). Causal-historical theories propose that a proper
name refers to the individual the proper name was introduced to refer to, provided that
there is an appropriate causal chain connecting the introduction of the term with cur-
rent users of the term. This is the case, causal-historical theories maintain, whether or
not the individual satisfies the description competent speakers associate with the name
(Kripke 1972/1980; Devitt 1981). ’

To decide between competing theories of reference, philosophers of language have
relied on what Machery et al.(2004) have called the method of cases (for discussion, see
Deutsch 2010 and Devitt 2011). The method of cases appeals to the fact that people—
philosophers, linguists, and ordinary speakers alike—appear to have intuitions about
what words refer to in actual and possible situations. Appealing to these intuitions, the
method of cases proposes that the correct theory of reference for words of type T is the
one which is best supported by competent speakers’ intuitions about the reference of
words of type T in actual and possible situations.

To see more concretely how the method of cases works, we briefly review one of
Kripke’s most widely discussed cases. In this case (“the Godel case”), a name is widely
associated with a description that is false of the original bearer of that name, a, but true
of some other person, b. Because descriptivist theories of reference hold that a name
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refers to the individual that best satisfies the description competent speakers associate
with it, descriptivist theories entail that the name in Kripke’s example refers to b, the
satisfier of the description. But, Kripke maintains, this is just wrong.

Suppose that Gédel was not in fact the author of [Gédel’s] theorem. A man
called “Schmidt,” whose body was found in Vienna under mysterious circum-
stances many years ago, actually did the work in question. His friend Gédel
somehow got hold of the manuscript and it was thereafter attributed to Godel.

Now Kripke asks us to consider an “ordinary man” who is well educated in mathematics
and can give an account of the incompleteness theorem. But, like many other people,
practically the only thing he has heard about Gédel is that he discovered the incom-
pleteness of arithmetic.

On the [descriptivist] view . . . when our ordinary man uses the name “Gédel,”
he really means to refer to Schmidt, because Schmidt is the unique person sat-
isfying the description “the man who discovered the incompleteness of arith-
metic.” . . . But it seems we are not. We simply are not.

(Kripke 1972/1980: 83—4)

In contrast, causal-historical theories of reference are consistent with the intuition that
“Godel” continues to refer to its original bearer, a, because a is the person causally-
historically linked with contemporary uses of the name. It is clear that most philosophers
share Kripke’s intuition about this case (and other cases), and even contemporary descrip-
tivists acknowledge that these intuitions have falsified traditional forms of descriptivism
(Evans 1973; Jackson 1998).

But how widely shared are these intuitions by competent speakers who are not profes-
sional philosophers? On the basis of Nisbett and colleagues’ findings about the varia-
tion of cognitive styles across cultures (Nisbett 2003), Machery and colleagues (2004)
hypothesized that the intuition elicited by the Godel case might differ between Eastern
and Western cultures. To test this hypothesis, they constructed two vignettes, “the
Godel vignette” and “the Tsu Ch’ung Chih vignette.” The Godel vignette closely fol-
lowed Kripke’s own wording of the case:

Suppose that John has learned in college that Godel is the man who proved
an important mathematical theorem, called the incompleteness of arithmetic.
John is quite good at mathematics and he can give an accurate statement of
the incompleteness theorem, which he attributes to Gédel as the discoverer.
But this is the only thing that he has heard about Gédel. Now suppose that
Godel was not the author of this theorem. A man called “Schmidt,” whose
body was found in Vienna under mysterious circumstances many years ago,
actually did the work in question. His friend Godel somehow got hold of the
manuscript and claimed credit for the work, which was thereafter attributed to
Godel. Thus, he has been known as the man who proved the incompleteness
of arithmetic. Most people who have heard the name “Gédel” are like John;
the claim that Gsdel discovered the incompleteness theorem is the only thing

they have ever heard about Gédel. When John uses the name “Gédel,” is he
talking about:
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(A) the person who really discovered the incompleteness of arithmetic?
or

(B) the person who got hold of the manuscript and claimed credit for the
work?

The Tsu Ch’ung Chih vignette had the same structure, but it used names of Chinese
individuals (Machery et al., 2004: B9-10). Participants were undergraduates at Rutgers
(U.S.A.) and at the University of Hong-Kong, an English-speaking university (for more
detail, see Machery et al. 2004).

As Machery and colleagues had predicted, Chinese participants were significantly
more likely than American participants to have descriptivist intuitions—that is, intui-
tions in line with what descriptivist theories of reference say the relevant proper names
refer to (see Figure 4.1.1). In fact, most Chinese turned out to have descriptivist intui-
tions, while most Americans turned out to have causal-historical intuitions—intuitions
in line with what causal-historical theories of reference say the relevant proper names
refer to. Machery and colleagues also found a surprising amount of within-culture vari-
ation. For instance, while a majority of American participants had causal-historical
intuitions, about 40 percent had descriptivist intuitions. Machery et al. (forthcoming)
have replicated these findings, while Machery et al. (2010) have shown that Chinese
participants have similar intuitions when the vignette is written in English and when it
is written in Cantonese.

2.2 Intuitions about Truth-Value

Following Kripke’s own wording of the Gédel case and the standard practice among
philosophers working on reference (for example., Evans 1973), Machery et al. (2004)
examined people’s intuitions about the reference of a proper name—namely intuitions
expressed by sentences such as “When x uses the name v, he is talking about . . .” or “y
refers to . . .”. Other intuitions, such as intuitions about the truth-value of sentences
containing names, are also relevant for theories of reference (for discussion, see, for

100%
90% Westerners 1
[1Easterners
80%
70%
60% 58% 55%

Proportion of Causal-Historical Intuitions

Godel Case Tsu Ch'ung Chih Case

Figure 4.1.1 Results from Machery et al. (2004)
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example, Marti 2009 and Machery 2011). Machery et al. (2009) examined whether
intuitions about the truth-value of sentences containing names and intuitions about the
reference of these names diverge or, rather, whether they are congruent. They presented
participants from three countries (Mongolia, India, France) with one of the follow-
ing two vignettes, and Machery and Olivola have recently done the same thing with
American participants (unpublished data):

Ivy is a high school student in Hong Kong. In her astronomy class, she was
taught that Tsu Ch’ung Chih was the man who first determined the precise
time of the summer and winter solstices. But, like all her classmates, this is
the only thing she has heard about Tsu Ch’ung Chih. Now suppose that Tsu
Ch’ung Chih did not really make this discovery. He stole it from an astrono-
mer who died soon after making the discovery. But the theft remained entirely
undetected and Tsu Ch’ung Chih became famous for the discovery of the pre-
cise times of the solstices. Everybody is like Ivy in this respect; the claim that
Tsu Ch’ung Chih determined the solstice times is the only thing people have
heard about him. Having read the above story and accepting that it is true,
when Ivy says, “Tsu Ch’ung Chih was a great astronomer,” do you think that
her claim is: (A) true or (B) false?

The second vignette was identical except for the question, which was:

Having read the above story and accepting that it is true, when Ivy uses the
name “Tsu Ch’ung Chih,” who do you think she is actually talking about:

(A) the person who (unbeknownst to Ivy) really determined the solstice
times?

or

(B) the person who is widely believed to have discovered the solstice times,
but actually stole this discovery and claimed credit for it?

Both vignettes are inspired by Kripke’s Godel case, and they are similar to the Tsu
Ch’ung Chih vignette used in Machery et al. (2004).

Two findings emerge from this study (see Figure 4.1.2). First, in four different coun-
tries, which vary tremendously in terms of culture, the proportion of causal-historical
intuitions is similar when participants are asked about the truth-value of a sentence
containing a proper name or about the reference of this name, suggesting that people’s
intuitions about the truth-value of sentences containing proper names track their intui-
tions about the reference of proper names. When someone judges that a proper name
x refers to a particular individual v in a fictional case, her intuition about the truth of
a sentence containing x in this case seems to depend on what is said about y. Second,
the study found further cross-cultural variation in the intuitions that are relevant for
studying reference. Consistent with previous work, Americans are more likely to have
causal-historical intuitions about the reference of proper names than people from Mon-
golia, India, and France when asked about what a proper name refers to, and they were
more likely than French people to have causal-historical intuitions when asked about
the truth-value of a sentence containing proper names.
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Figure 4.1.2 Results from Machery et al. (2009)

2.3 Externalist Intuitions

Empirical work on intuitions relevant to the philosophy of language is not restricted to
intuitions about proper names. Jylkki et al. (2009) have examined whether lay speakers
have externalist intuitions (see also Genone and Lombrozo forthcoming; for relevant
work in psychology, see Braisby et al.1996; Hampton et al. 2007). Externalism about
natural kind terms is, roughly, the view that the reference of natural kind terms (for
example, “gold” and “cat”) is determined by facts about substances and kinds about
which speakers might have no knowledge (such as the essence of chemical kinds), while
internalism is, roughly, the view that the reference of natural kind terms is determined
by the descriptions speakers associate with these terms (Putnam 1975; for review, see
Wikforss 2008). Furthermore, some externalists hold that externalism is true in virtue
of the way competent speakers use natural kind terms: A natural kind term ¢ refers in an
externalist manner if and only if competent speakers intend t to refer to a class of enti-
ties that share some fundamental properties that may be unknown to the speakers (for
example, a particular genetic structure for the entities in the extension of “cat”).

To examine whether people have externalist or internalist intuitions, Finnish par-
ticipants were presented with vignettes like the following:

A vyellowish, bitter-smelling, fragile mineral called zircaum occurs widely in
Mid-Siberian soil. Scientists generally believe that zircaum is the compound
ACB. In Northern Norway, a deposit of a substance just like zircaum is found—
it is yellowish, bitter-smelling, fragile, etc. When scientists examine its deep
structure, they conclude that it is ACB, just like zircaum is believed to be.

At this point, participants were asked whether the novel substance is zircaum on a 7-
point scale (question 1). Then, participants were presented with the following passage:

A few weeks after the discovery in Northern Norway, scientists examine the
Mid-Siberian substance more closely. Using methods and instruments more
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exact than previously available, they find out that they were wrong about the
deep structure of the substance: the substance is KML instead of ACB. How-
ever, the substance found in Northern Norway was indeed ACB, just as the
scientists thought it was.

Participants were then asked whether they considered their earlier judgment justified
(question 2) and correct (question 3):

When in the earlier situation you judged that ‘the substance found in North-
ern Norway is/is not zircaum’, was your answer a) justified b) strictly speaking
correct?

Jylkkia and colleagues found that on average Finnish participants harbored external-
ist intuitions (a second experiment replicated these findings). Concerning question 1,
when a novel substance had the chemical structure of a known element (for example,
zircaum), participants tended to judge that it was a sample of this element, while when
the novel substance did not have the chemical structure of a known element, they
tended to judge that it was not a sample of this element (mutatis mutandis for species).
Concerning question 3, two thirds of participants said that their answer to question 1
was mistaken after having been told that the beliefs about the constitution of the known
substance (for example, zircaum in the story above) were mistaken. Thus, most Finnish
participants reported externalist intuitions. However, consistent with our hypothesis
that philosophers of language might be led to ignore the variation in intuitions when
they appeal only to their own intuitions, Jylkk and colleagues also found that intuitions
about natural kind terms vary substantially among Finnish people. Indeed, Jylkki and
colleagues also report that people were rarely consistently externalist or internalist.

2.4 Conclusion

The findings reviewed in Section 2 provide support for our claim that philosophers
of language would be wise to emulate the experimental turn in generative linguistics
since some of the intuitions that are of most interest to philosophers of language appear
indeed to vary across and within cultures. Philosophers of language exclusive reliance
on their own and their colleagues’ intuitions obscures much of this variation and makes
it more likely that they will develop and embrace philosophical theories that are unable
to account for the variation of these intuitions across and within cultures.

3 Responding to Some Criticisms of Recent Empirical Research
in the Philosophy of Language

In the remainder of this chapter, we focus on the most developed body of experimental
evidence bearing on the philosophy of language—namely the cross-cultural research on
intuitions about the reference of proper names. The findings reviewed above have been
criticized on various grounds (Ludwig 2007; Marti 2009; Deutsch 2009, 2010; Jackman
2009; Lam 2010; Devitt 2011; Sytsma & Livengood 2011 Ichikawa et al., forthcoming).
We will focus on the most frequently raised criticism (Ludwig 2007; Deutsch 2009).
Because the question participants were asked in Machery et al. (2004) failed to distin-
guish between speaker’s reference and semantic reference, the critics argue, it is unclear
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whether the cross-cultural data bear on theories of reference and should be of interest
to philosophers of language. In this section, we first spell out the objection in greater
detail, and then offer two distinct replies.

3.1 Speaker’s Reference and Semantic Reference

The vignettes used in Machery et al. (2004) and in several other articles ask partici-
pants whom a speaker is talking about when he uses a proper name (“Godel” or “Tsu
Ch’ung Chih”). Ludwig (2007) and Deutsch (2009) have complained that this question
is ambiguous since it could be interpreted as asking either (i) What is the speaker’s ref-
erence of a given token of “Godel”? or (ii) What is the semantic reference of “Gédel”?
The semantic reference of a proper name is the reference it has in virtue of the conven-
tional rules of the natural language this name belongs to (Kripke 1977). Thus, “Barack
Hussein Obama” refers to Barack Obama in virtue of the rules of English. But in some
contexts a speaker may use a given proper name to refer to an individual who is not the
semantic reference of this name. For instance, suppose that in 2006 John sees on TV an
individual in Baghdad who looks like Dick Cheney and that John says, “Cheney is wear-
ing a nice suit.” In reality, Cheney, who is hiding in his ultra-secret bunker, has sent a
look-alike to Baghdad. Because John intends to refer to the individual he sees on TV,
the speaker’s reference of his utterance of “Cheney” is the look-alike in Baghdad, even
though the semantic reference of “Cheney” is the former vice-president. Furthermore,
Ludwig and Deutsch hold that only intuitions about semantic reference are relevant
in determining how the reference of proper names is fixed. While philosophers of
language are likely to understand that the question in the Gédel vignette is meant to
bear only on semantic reference, lay competent speakers might not be aware of the
distinction between these two ways of referring or, if they are aware of this distinction,
they might not realize that the question is meant to elicit intuitions about semantic
reference. It is thus unclear whether their answers express a judgment about the seman-
tic reference of “Godel” or “Tsu Ch’ung Chih” in the vignettes used in past research.
Deutsch and Ludwig conclude that the experiments conducted by Machery and col-
leagues fail to provide any evidence that the relevant intuitions about reference vary
across cultures.

3.2 Is This A Plausible Objection?

Let’s begin with a few uncontroversial points. It makes sense to ask about speaker’s ref-
erence only for the occurrences of a proper name, and not for a proper name qua type.
In addition, to identify the speaker’s reference of the occurrence of a proper name, one
needs to know the communicative intention of the speaker. Thus, in the example given
above, we can determine that the speaker’s reference of “Cheney” is the look-alike in
Baghdad because the cover story and the sentence in which the proper name “Cheney”
is embedded provide enough information about John’s communicative intention: He
intends to talk about the suit of the individual he is seeing on TV. If no information
were presented—for instance, if we were just asked who “Cheney” refers to when John
uses it—we would focus on the semantic reference of “Cheney” because the question
would seem to bear on the reference of this proper name qua type and because no con-
textual information would be provided that would allow us to identify the speaker’s
communicative intention.
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Now consider the Godel vignette in Machery et al. (2004). At the end of the vignette,
participants are asked who John is talking about “when he uses the name ‘Godel’.”
Since no specific utterance is mentioned and no contextual information is provided
that would enable participants to determine John’s communicative intention, it is hard
to see how participants could understand the question to be about the speaker’s refer-
ence of John’s utterance of “Godel.” Rather, we submit, on the only plausible interpre-
tation of the question, it is asking about the reference of “Gédel” qua type—that s, it is
asking about the semantic reference of the term in John’s language. If this is right, then,
pace Ludwig and Deutsch, the question in the probes is not ambiguous.

3.3 Some Preliminary Empirical Evidence

Though we doubt that the question posed to participants in the Machery et al. (2004)
study is ambiguous, others may not be convinced. This motivated Machery et al. (forth-
coming) to design a further study in which they attempt to eliminate the ambiguity
between speaker’s reference and semantic reference in various ways. Their findings ten-
tatively confirm that Chinese tend to have genuine descriptivist intuitions about the
reference of proper names, while Americans tend to have causal-historical intuitions.
Here we report only one of their manipulations.

Suppose that Americans and Chinese alike tend to have causal-historical intuitions
about the reference of proper names. Suppose also that the minority of American partici-
pants and the majority of Chinese participants in Machery et al. (2004) who answered
that John is talking about the man who discovered the incompleteness of arithmetic
when he uses “Gédel” did so because they reported an intuition about whom John intends
to be talking about. That is, their answer expressed an intuition about speaker’s reference,
not semantic reference. Then, if Chinese and American participants were given a version
of the Gédel case in which John has the intention to refer to the man who stole the theo-
rem, a very large majority of participants should say that John is talking about the man
who stole the theorem: Participants whose answer expresses an intuition about semantic
reference should answer that John is talking about the theorem stealer since by hypothesis
they have causal-historical intuitions, while participants whose answer expresses an intu-
ition about speaker’s reference should also answer that John is talking about the theorem
stealer because in the vignette John has the intention to talk about the theorem stealer.

To test this prediction, Deutsch and colleagues designed a vignette that began with
the original Gédel story, and then continued,

One night, John is sitting in his room, revising for his mathematics exam by
going over the proof of the incompleteness theorem. After a while, he says to
his roommate, “Gédel probably got a huge number of awards from mathemati-
cal societies!”

When John utters that sentence, he is talking about:

(A) the person who got hold of the manuscript and claimed credit for the
~work. .
(B) the person who really discovered the incompleteness of arithmetic.

In this vignette, it is clear that John intends to talk about the man who in fact stole
the theorem. Naturally, John does not intend to talk about the man who stole the
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theorem under the description “the man who stole the theorem,” but it remains true
that he intends to talk about this individual since, given that the discoverer of the
proof died right after having discovered the proof, only the theorem stealer is likely
to have won numerous awards from mathematical societies. So, proponents of the
speaker’s reference / semantic reference objection should expect a very large major-
ity of participants to answer A. However, Deutsch and colleagues found that, when
presented with this vignette, about 75 percent of American participants but only 50
percent of Chinese participants, answered that the speaker is talking about the man
who stole the theorem. Because 50 percent of Chinese participants and 25 percent of
American participants answered B, one can conclude that it is not the case that every-
body has causal-historical intuitions about the semantic reference of proper names
and that Americans or Chinese who give answers in line with descriptivist theories of
reference are not merely reporting their intuitions about speaker’s reference. At the
very least, these findings show that genuine intuitions about semantic reference vary
among Americans and among Chinese. Furthermore, they undermine the criticisms of
the cross-cultural work on intuitions that appeal to the distinction between speaker’s
and semantic reference to defend the idea that across cultures people tend to have
causal-historical intuitions.

We conclude, first, that the findings concerning the intuitions about the reference of
proper names cannot be explained away by appealing to the distinction between speak-
er’s reference and semantic reference. Second, and most important for our purposes in
this chapter, far from undermining our call for an experimental turn in the philosophy
of language, this objection can best be evaluated experimentally: it calls for more and
more subtle experiments.

4 Implications of the Experimental Turn

In this final section, we examine the implications the experimental turn might have
for the philosophy of language. For the sake of simplicity, we focus on the implications
of the findings about variation in intuitions about the reference of proper names,
and we argue that philosophers of language face a dilemma: If they acknowledge that
ordinary speakers have genuine intuitions about semantic reference that are typically
reliable, then in light of the findings discussed in the two previous sections, they
need to revise their theories of reference dramatically. However, if they deny that
ordinary speakers have such intuitions and reject our call for an experimental turn in
the philosophy of language, they then open the door to a challenge about the reality
of semantic reference. We further hypothesize that an experimental turn in the phi-
losophy of language will have equally significant implications for other philosophical
issues.

Do ordinary speakers of (say) English have genuine intuitions about semantic refer-
ence! That is, are they able to identify the semantic reference of proper names in actual
and hypothetical situations without confusing it with the speaker’s reference of these
names in these situations’

Suppose, first, that ordinary speakers of English do have genuine intuitions about
semantic reference that are usually reliable. We have reviewed a growing body of exper-
imental evidence that hypothetical situations elicit different answers both within and
across cultures, and we have argued that participants’ answers in these experiments
do reflect their intuitions about semantic reference. This suggests that the reference

507



EDOUARD MACHERY AND STEPHEN STICH

of proper names might be determined differently for different competent speakers of a
given language (English in the current case) and that descriptivist reference determina-
tion might be more common in some cultures than in others. If this is correct, theories
of reference should then be modified to account for such variation in reference deter-
mination. Reimer (2009) is a pioneering example of a theory of the reference of proper
names that is responsive to the variation in intuitions about the reference of proper
names—both within and across cultures—illustrated in Sections 2 and 3.

Suppose however that philosophers of language dismiss the arguments presented in
Section 3 and maintain that lay people do not have intuitions about semantic reference,
perhaps because they do not distinguish between speaker’s reference and semantic refer-
ence. In this case, ordinary speakers’ intuitions can’t be used to decide among competing
theories of reference proposed by philosophers of language, and surveying them would
be a waste of time. But if this is the case, philosophers of language need to clarify the
grounds for positing that proper names actually have a semantic reference in addition
to the reference that occurrences of names have as a result of speakers’ communicative
intentions, much as scientists do when they introduce a theoretical distinction between
two kinds of properties (for example, mass and weight). Philosophers of language must
tell us what phenomena are best explained by postulating that proper names refer in
virtue of the rules of the language they belong to.

We suspect that many philosophers of language would reply that philosophers of lan-
guage’s own intuitions justify positing this distinction: by virtue of their acquired exper-
tise, they might reply, philosophers of language have acquired new intuitions about the
reference of proper names, and these intuitions suggest that proper names can have two
distinct kinds of reference, speaker’s reference and semantic reference (Ludwig 2007;
Devitt 2011). Philosophers of language might go on to note that experts (e.g., radi-
ologists) typically acquire new, reliable intuitions by virtue of their acquired expertise
(Devitt 2006; Devitt 2011).

We are prepared to concede that many philosophers of language probably do have
intuitions consistent with a distinction between speaker’s reference and semantic refer-
ence. However, for three distinct reasons, we doubt that if ordinary competent speakers
do not have genuine intuitions about semantic reference, philosophers’ intuitions can
justify the hypothesis that proper names have a semantic reference in addition to the
reference their occurrences have as a result of speakers’ communicative intentions. First,
this appeal to the intuitions of experts stands in stark contrast to the growing skepticism
in generative linguistics about intuitions that are shared only by linguists. It is curious to
see philosophers embrace a methodology (relying on theoreticians’ intuitions while dis-
carding lay speakers’ intuitions) that linguists are now increasingly questioning. Second,
in many fields, experts’ intuitions (for example, radiologists’ judgments about x-rays) can
be validated by objective criteria, and our confidence in the reliability of their intuitions
largely depends on such validation (for review, see Weinberg et al. 2010). Since it is (to
put it mildly) less than clear what could validate the intuitions of philosophers of lan-
guage about the reference of proper names, one wonders why these intuitions should be
trusted. Third, the broader the consensus among experts, the more credible their intui-
tions. In this respect, philosophers’ intuitions about reference are also on shaky grounds.
Some influential linguists and philosophers of language have denied that names have
a semantic reference, and it is hardly likely that these experts share the intuitions that

support postulating that proper names have a semantic reference in addition to speak-
er’s reference (for example, Strawson 1950; Chomsky 1995, 2000; Pietroski 2003). It is
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particularly notable that skepticism about referential semantics has long been a
key theme in Chomsky’s work. In New Horizons in the Study of Language he writes
(2000: 17):

In general, a word, even of the simplest kind, does not pick out an entity of the
world, or of our “belief space”. Conventional assumptions about these matters
seem to me very dubious.

Further on in the book Chomsky elaborates on his skepticism:

A good part of contemporary philosophy of language is concerned with analyz-
ing alleged relations between expressions and things, often exploring intui-
tions about the technical notions “denote,” “refer,” “true of,” etc. said to hold
between expressions and something else. But there can be no intuitions about
these notions, just as there can be none about “angular velocity” or “protein.”
These are technical terms of philosophical discourse with a stipulated sense that
has no counterpart in ordinary language. . . . If we rerun the thought experi-
ments with ordinaty terms, judgments seem to collapse or, rather, to become so
interest-relative as to yield no meaningful results. . . . [I]t is not at all clear that
the theory of natural language and its use involves relations of “denotation,”
“true of,” etc. in anything like the sense of the technical theory of meaning.

(Chomsky 2000: 130)

Thus, not only is the reliance of philosophers of language on their own intuitions a
departure from the methodological developments in linguistics, there is also little rea-
son to trust philosophers’ intuitions since they are not externally validated and they are
unlikely to be shared by some of the most prominent linguists.

To recap, if philosophers of language dismiss the type of cross-cultural studies sur-
veyed earlier on the grounds that ordinary speakers don’t have genuine intuitions about
semantic reference, it is then unclear how they can justify positing the distinction
between speaker’s reference and semantic reference. But then why should we believe
that names in English (and, mutatis mutandis, other kinds of words) have a reference in
virtue of the rules of English, in addition to the reference their occurrences have as a
result of speakers’ communicative intentions? On grounds of parsimony, it would seem
that one should follow Chomsky’s lead and construct our theory of natural language
without invoking semantic reference.

Thus, philosophers of language are faced with a dilemma. If they acknowledge that
ordinary speakers have intuitions about semantic reference, then theories of reference
need to be substantially modified to accommodate the variation in reference determi-
nation, as Reimer (2009) has proposed to do. If they deny that ordinary speakers have
intuitions about semantic reference, then since philosophers’ intuitions do not seem
sufficient to justify the assumption that proper names have a semantic reference, it
becomes unclear why we should hold that names, instead of people, refer.

Conclusion

It is time for philosophers of language to emulate linguists in taking an experimen-
tal turn. The objections against linguists’ appeal to their own intuitions carry over to
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the methods currently dominant in the philosophy of language, and the burgeoning
research in experimental philosophy has made the limits of these methods increasingly
clear. Philosophers of language who cling to traditional methods are depriving them-
selves of a rich source of evidence about how language actually works.

Bibliography

Aoun, J., Hornstein, N., Lightfoot, D. & Weinberg, A. (1987). “Two Types of Locality,” Linguistic Inquiry
18: 537-117.

Bard, E., Robertson, D. & Sorace, A. (1996). “Magnitude Estimation of linguistic acceptability,” Language
72: 32-68.

Bauer, L. (1990). “Be-heading the Word,” Journal of Linguistics 26: 1-31.

Braisby, N., Franks, B. & Hampton, J. (1996). “Essentialism, Word Use, and Concepts,” Cognition 59:
247-14.

Chomsky, N. (1957). Syntactic Structures, The Hague: Mouton.

Chomsky, N. (1975). The Logical Structure of Linguistic Theory, Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Chomsky, N. (1976). “Conditions on Rules of Grammar,” Linguistic Analysis 2: 303-51.

Chomsky, N. (1981). Lectures on Government and Binding, Foris: Dordrecht.

Chomsky, N. (1995). “Language and Nature,” Mind 104: 1-61.

Chomsky, N. (2000). New Horizons in the Study of Language and Mind, Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Cowart, W. (1997). Experimental Syntax: Applying Objective Methods to Sentence Judgments, Thousand Oaks,
CA: SAGE Publications.

Culbertson, J. & Gross, S. (2009). “Are Linguists Better Subjects?”, British Journal for the Philosophy of Science
60: 721-36.

Deutsch, M. (2009). “Experimental Philosophy and the Theory of Reference,” Mind & Language 24: 445-66.

Deutsch, M. (2010). “Intuitions, Counter-Examples, and Experimental Philosophy,” The Review of Philoso-
phy and Psychology 1, 447—460.

Devitt, M. (1981). Designation, New York: Columbia University Press.

Devitt, M. (2006). “Intuitions in Linguistics,” The British Journal for the Philosophy of Science 57: 481-513.

Devitt, M. (2011). “Experimental Semantics,” Philosophy and Phenomenological Research 82, 418-435.

Evans, G. (1973). “The Causal Theory of Names,” Supplementary Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 47:
187-208.

Fanselow, G. (2007). “Carrots—Perfect as Vegetables, but Please Not as a Main Dish,” Theoretical Linguistics
33:353-67.

Featherston, S. (2007). “Data in Generative Grammar: The Stick and the Carrot,” Theoretical Linguistics
33:269-318.

Genone, ]J. & Lombrozo, T. (forthcoming). “Concept Possession, Experimental Semantics, and Hybrid
Theories of Reference,” Philosophical Psychology.

Goodall, G. (2006). “Contraction,” In M. Everaert and H. van Riemsdijk (eds.) The Blackwell Companion to
Syntax, vol. 1 (pp. 688-703), Malden, MA: Blackwell.

Haider, H. (2007). “As a Matter of Facts—Comments on Featherston’s Sticks and Carrots,” Theoretical
Linguistics 33: 381-94.

Hampton, J. A., Estes, Z. & Simmons, S. (2007). “Metamorphosis: Essence, Appearance, and Behavior in
the Categorization of Natural Kinds,” Memory & Cognition 35: 1785-800.

Ichikawa, J., Maitra, I. & Weatherson, B. (Forthcoming). “In Defense of a Kripkean Dogma,” Philosophy and
Phenomenological Research.

Jackendoff, R. S. (1997). The Architecture of the Language Faculty, Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Jackman, H. (2009). “Semantic Intuitions, Conceptual Analysis, and Cross-Cultural Variation,” Philosophi-
cal Studies 146: 159-77.

Jackson, F. (1998). “Reference and Description Revisited,” Philosophical Perspectives 12: 201-18.

Jylkks, ., Railo, H. & Jussi, H. (2009). “Psychological Essentialism and Semantic Externalism: Evidence for
Externalism in Lay Speakers’ Language Use,” Philosophical Psychology 22: 37-60.

Keller, F. & Asudeh, A. (2001). “Constraints on Linguistic Coreference: Structural vs. Pragmatic Factors,”
In J. D. Moore & K. Stenning (eds.) Proceedings of the 23rd. Annual Conference of the Cognitive Science
Society (pp. 483-88), Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

510



THE ROLE OF EXPERIMENT

Kripke, S. (1972/1980). Naming and Necessity, Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.

Kripke, S. (1977). “Speaker’s Reference and Semantic Reference,” Midwest Studies in Philosophy 2: 255-76.

Labov, W. (1975). “Empirical Foundations of Linguistic Theory,” In R. Austerlitz (ed.) The Scope of Ameri-
can Linguistics (pp. 77-133), Lisse: Peter de Ridder.

Labov, W. (1996). “When Intuitions Fail,” Chicago Linguistics Society 32: 77-105.

Lam, B. (2010). “Are Cantonese Speakers Really Descriptivists? Revisiting Cross-Cultural Semantics,” Cog-
nition 115: 320-9.

Lasnik, H. & Saito, M. (1984). “On the Nature of Proper Government,” Linguistic Inquiry 15: 235-89.

Ludwig, K. (2007). “The Epistemology of Thought Experiments: First-Person Approach vs. Third-Person
Approach,” Midwest Studies in Philosophy 31: 128-59.

Machery, E. (2011). “Variation in Intuitions about Reference and Ontological Disagreements,” In S. D.
Hales (ed.) A Companion to Relativism, (pp. 118-36) New York: Blackwell.

Machery, E., Deutsch, M. & Sytsma J. (forthcoming). “Speaker’s Reference and Cross-Cultural Semantics.”
In A. Bianchi (ed.), On Reference, Oxford University Press.

Machery, E., Mallon, R., Nichols, S. & Stich, S. P. (2004). “Semantics, Cross-Cultural Style,” Cognition
92: B1-12.

Machery, E., Mallon, R., Nichols, S., Stich, S. P., Deutsch, M. & Sytsma, J. (2010) “Semantic Intuitions:
Reply to Lam,” Cognition 115: 320-29.

Machery, E., Olivola, C. Y. & de Blanc, M. (2009). “Linguistic and Metalinguistic Intuitions in the Philoso-
phy of Language,” Analysis 69: 689-94.

Marantz, A. (2005). “Generative Linguistics within the Cognitive Neuroscience of Language,” The Linguis-
tic Review 22, 429445

Marti, G. (2009). “Against Semantic Multi-Culturalism,” Analysis 69: 42-8.

Myers, J. (2009). “Syntactic Judgment Experiments,” Language and Linguistics Compass 3: 406-23.

Nisbett, R. E. (2003). The Geography of Thought: how Asians and Westerners Think Differently . . . And Why,
New York: Free Press.

Novack, I. A. & Reboul, A. (2008). “Experimental Pragmatics: A Gricean Turn in the Study of Language,”
Trends in Cognitive Sciences 12: 425-31.

Nunberg, G., Sag, [. A. & Wasow, T. (1994). “Idioms,” Language 703: 491-538.

Phillips, C. (2009). “Should we Impeach Armchair Linguists?,” In S. Iwasaki (ed.), Japanese/Korean Linguis-
tics 17, Palo Alto, CA: CSLI Publications.

Pietroski, P. (2003). “The Character of Natural Language Semantics,” In A. Barber (ed.) Epistemology of
Language (pp. 217-56), New York: Oxford University Press.

Pietroski, P., Lidz, J., Hunter, T. & Halberda, J. (2009). “The Meaning of ‘Most’: Semantics, Numerosity,
and Psychology,” Mind & Language 24: 554-85.

Putnam, H. (1970). “Is Semantics Possible?” In H. Kiefer and M. Munitz (eds.) Languages, Belief and
Metaphysics (pp. 139-52), Albany: SUNY Press.

Putnam, H. (1975). “The Meaning of ‘Meaning’,” In H. Putnam (ed.), Philosophical Papers, Vol. 2: Mind,
Language, and Reality (pp. 215-71), New York: Cambridge University Press.

Reimer, M. (2009). “Jonah Cases,” In A. Everett (ed.) Empty Names, Oxford: Oxford University
Press.

Riemer, N. (2009). “Grammaticality as Evidence and as Prediction in a Galilean Linguistics,” Language
Sciences 31: 612-33.

Riehemann, S. Z. (2001). A Constructional Approach to Idioms and Word Formation, Stanford University
Dissertation.

Sampson, G. (2005). “Quantifying the Shift Towards Empirical Methods,” International Journal of Corpus
Linguistics 10: 15-36.

Schiitze, C. T. (1996). The Empirical Base of Linguistics, Chicago: The University of Chicago Press.

Schiitze, C. T. (2005). “Thinking About What We Are Asking Speakers to Do,” In S. Kepser and M.
Reis (eds.) Linguistic Evidence: Empirical, Theoretical, and Computational Perspectives (pp.457-485), Berlin:
Mouton de Gruyter.

Searle, J. (1958). “Proper Names,” Mind 67: 166-73.

Sorace, A. & Keller, F. (2005). “Gradience in Linguistic Data,” Lingua 115: 1497-524.

Sprouse, J. (2007). A Program for Experimental Syntax: Finding the Relationship Between Acceptability
and Grammatical Knowledge, College Park, MD: University of Maryland dissertation.

Stich, S. P. (2010). “Philosophy and WEIRD Intuition,” Behavioral and Brain Sciences 33:110-11.

Strawson, P. F. (1950). “On Referring,” Mind 59: 320-44.

511



EDOUARD MACHERY AND STEPHEN STICH

Sytsma, J. M. & Livengood, J. (2011). “A New Perspective Concerning Experiments on Semantic Intui-
tions,” The Australasian Journal of Philosophy 89: 315-32.

Wasow, T. & Arnold, J. (2005). “Intuitions in Linguistic Argumentation,” Lingua 115: 1481-96.

Weinberg, J. M., Gonnerman, C., Buckner, C. & Alexander, J. (2010). “Are Philosophers Expert Intuiters?”,
Philosophical Psychology 23: 331-55.

Wikforss, A. (2008). “Semantic Externalism and Psychological Externalism,” Philosophy Compass 3: 158-81.

512



	title page
	Machery & Stich - The Role of Experiment
	The role of experiment - PART 1
	Phil of Lang 2




