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The flight to reference is a widely-used strategy for resolving philosophical issues. The
three steps in a flight to reference argument are: (1) offer a substantive account of the
reference relation, (2) argue that a particular expression refers (or does not refer), and
(3) draw a philosophical conclusion about something other than reference, like truth
or ontology. It is our contention that whenever the flight to reference strategy is in-
voked, there is a crucial step that is left undefended, and that without a defense of this
step, the flight to reference is a fatally flawed strategy; it cannot succeed in resolving
philosophical issues. In this paper we begin by setting out the flight to reference strategy
and explaining what is wrong with arguments that invoke the strategy. We then illus-
trate the problem by considering arguments for and against eliminative materialism. In
the final section we argue that much the same problem undermines Philip Kitcher’s
attempt to defend scientific realism.
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There is a common strategy among contemporary philosophers for
resolving issues in the philosophy of science. It involves making phil-
osophical issues turn on questions of reference. We will call this strat-
egy “the flight to reference.” The thesis we will defend in this paper
can be stated very simply: Whenever the flight to reference strategy is
invoked there is a crucial step that is left undefended, and without a
defense of this step, the flight to reference is a fatally flawed strategy
for resolving philosophical issues. Despite its importance, the unde-
fended move in flight to reference arguments almost always goes un-
noticed and, to the best of our knowledge, no one has made a serious
attempt to show how the move might be justified.

Those who invoke the flight to reference always rely on one or an-
other version of what we will call a substantive account of reference,
an account that takes reference to be some sort of complex relationship
between referring terms and entities or classes of entities in the world.!
Their arguments can always be analyzed into three separate stages. In
the first stage, they adopt (and sometimes explain and defend) their
favored substantive account of reference; they say what specific relation
or relations must obtain between a referring term and an entity or class
of entities in order for the former to refer to the latter. In the second
stage, they argue that on their account of reference the relation obtains
between some term that is important for the debate at hand and some
object or class of objects in the world. Or, alternatively, they can argue
that the relation fails to obtain between the important term and any
object or class in the world. At this stage, assuming all has gone well,
the appropriate conclusion to draw is a conclusion about reference.
But the philosophical debates in which these appeals to reference are
embedded are not themselves debates about the reference of a term.
Rather, they are debates about ontology or truth or some other matter.
The third stage of the flight to reference strategy is an attempt to close
this gap. The theorist uses the conclusion about reference drawn in
stage 2 as a premise in an argument whose conclusion is explicitly about

1. Causal-historical theories of reference like those advocated by Kripke (1972), Putnam
(1975) and Devitt (1981) are prime examples of the sort of theory of reference that we
will classify as “substantive.” So too are description theories like those defended by
Russell (1919), Searle (1958) and Lewis (1970, 1972), and hybrid theories such those
developed by Evans (1983) and Kitcher (1978, 1993). Deflationary accounts of reference
of the sort defended by Field (1986, 1994) and Horwich (1990) are the principle ex-
amples of theories that do not count as “substantive” on our use of the term. The
argument to be developed in this paper does not need a hard and fast distinction be-
tween substantive and non-substantive accounts of reference. It requires only that those
who employ the flight to reference strategy adopt accounts of reference that are obvi-
ously substantive.
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truth or ontology or some other matter. But in order to do this the
theorist relies (often tacitly) on one of a family of principles about
reference. These principles all look to be obvious and trivial. Indeed,
they are so obvious that some might think they are analytic or consti-
tutive for reference. No relation could plausibly count as the reference
relation unless it satisfied these principles.

It is at exactly this point that the flight to reference comes to grief.
Presumably because the principle or principles invoked in stage 3 seem
to be constitutive for reference, those who adopt the flight to reference
strategy never try to establish that the reference relation adopted in
stage 1 satisfies the principle. And this is the fatal gap in all flights to
reference. For if the principle really is constitutive for reference, then
theorists cannot legitimately claim that their favored substantive rela-
tion actually is the reference relation unless they give us some reason
to suppose that their relation satisfies the principle. On the other hand,
if the principle is not constitutive for reference, then before invoking it
theorists must give us some reason for supposing that their relation
satisfies the principle. Without an argument that the relation endorsed
in stage 1 satisfies the principle invoked (or more typically, assumed)
in stage 3, the flight to reference can tell us nothing about ontology or
truth. And thus it cannot do the philosophical work that those who
invoke the strategy want it to do.

It is our belief that this fatal defect in the flight to reference strategy
undermines many influential arguments in the philosophy of science
and elsewhere in philosophy. In this paper we will focus on arguments
in two domains. The first, to be discussed in Section 1, is the debate
about eliminative materialism, where the flight to reference is invoked
by writers on both sides of the issue. The second, to be discussed in
Section 2, is the debate over scientific realism. There our focus will be
on Philip Kitcher’s sophisticated attempt to use the flight to reference
to defend a version of scientific realism.?

1. The Eliminative Materialism Debate: Reference and Ontology. Elim-
inative materialism is the view that intentional states, like beliefs and
desires, do not exist. This is an ontological thesis—a thesis about
whether instances of particular kinds of states inhabit our universe.
Framed in this wayi, it is not clear why the truth of eliminativism should
be related to theories about how words connect up to the world. To
see how the eliminativism issue comes to depend on a semantic issue,
consider the following argument for eliminativism:

2. In another paper (Bishop and Stich, in preparation) we examine the role that the
flight to reference has played in recent debates about moral realism.
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(1) Folk psychology is an empirical theory and, like any empirical
theory, it consists of various substantive theses. Beliefs and
desires are among the theoretical states posited by folk psy-
chology, and terms like ‘belief” and ‘desire’ can be viewed as
the central theoretical terms in this theory.

(2) Folk psychology is ““a false and radically misleading concep-
tion of the causes of human behavior and the nature of cog-
nitive activity”” (Churchland 1984, 43).

Both of these claims are very controversial, of course. But let us sup-
pose they are true. It follows that beliefs and desires are posits of a
false theory. How is the eliminativist going to get from there to the
conclusion that beliefs and desires do not exist? Here is another claim
that is often invoked in eliminativist arguments.

(3) Theoretical terms are like definite descriptions. They refer to
(or are satisfied by) those things that have (most of’) the prop-
erties specified by the theory. Thus,

(3a) The central theoretical terms of false and radically mis-
leading theories do not refer to anything.?

At this point, the first stage of the flight to reference is in place. In (3)
a substantive theory is proposed about the relation that must obtain
between terms and things in the world if the former are to refer to the
latter. The second stage of the flight to reference strategy follows from
(1), (2) and (3a), which together entail

(4) ‘__1is a belief” does not refer to anything.

So now we have a conclusion about reference. To get from there to a
conclusion about the existence of beliefs, we need some principle link-
ing reference and existence. And for this third stage of the flight to
reference, the following principle looks like an ideal candidate:

(5) (x) Fx iff ‘F__ refers to x.

What (5) says is that something is an F if and only if ‘F__’ refers to
it.* And from (4) and (5) the eliminativist conclusion follows:

3. Many philosophers on both sides of the eliminativism debate have advocated one or
another version of the description theory of reference for theoretical terms. See, for
example, Lewis 1970, 1972; Churchland 1984, 56; McGinn 1991, 150; Stich 1983, Ch. 1.
For a more detailed discussion of the role that description theories of reference have
played in the eliminativism debate, see Stich 1996, §4.

4. (5) should be interpreted as a schema whose instances include:
(5-p) (x) x is a pig iff ___is a pig’ refers to x.
and



