Foreword for the Japanese Edition of Donald Davidson








I am very gratified to see Donald Davidson being translated into Japanese. That the work’s first translation should be into Japanese is particularly appropriate, since Davidson’s own first visiting professorship was at the University of Tokyo, in 1955. Very likely as a result of this connection, two of Davidson’s early works were published in Japan (Davidson 1955 and 1964); the first of these, in Japanese, has never been translated into English.


	Despite what I now perceive to be various inadequacies with my book, nothing Davidson has produced since its publication has led me to believe that I was substantially mistaken about any of my interpretations. However, Davidson’s thought has continued to evolve and consequently the book is now incomplete. I try, in this preface, to make good on this incompleteness in two ways. First, I explain a new argument which has come to play a prominent part in Davidson’s recent work. Secondly, I enter in some detail into a continuing controversy over supervenience and the causal efficacy of the mental, since Davidson has advanced the issue with a new paper on the topic. A thorough up-dating of the book would also call for an examination of a few other issues, for instance, the way in which Davidson has developed what I called ‘the disappearance of mind’ (Donald Davidson, 8.3; see Davidson 1988 and 1989) and his further pronouncements on the subject of truth (1990c).





1. The Publicity of Language





A single argument, tying together various elements and concerns already present in his earlier work, has come to occupy the center stage of Davidson’s most recent papers. The argument is designed to establish the conclusion, to put it dramatically, that there cannot be a private language. Actually, of course, the statement of the conclusion is subject to all sorts of provisions. What Davidson in fact attempts to prove is that one’s first language cannot be a language which only one person understands (though it may be one which only one person speaks). The account I give is based mainly on Davidson (1992).


	Davidson’s private language argument takes off from his anti-sceptical views of the mid-1980’s. These views relied on what Davidson called the ‘veridical nature of belief.’ The principle is, Davidson says, “as simple and obvious as this: a sentence someone is inspired (caused) to hold true by and only by sightings of the moon is apt to mean something like ‘There’s the moon’” (1987a, p. 450). In the most simple and basic cases, the object of some mental state, or utterance, is identified with what causes someone to be in that mental state, or to make the utterance. But as Davidson notes, there is a problem with identifying the stimulus or cause. Why, for instance, should we fix on the moon, rather than on the pattern of retinal stimulations caused by a sighting of the moon? Indeed, there seems to be a premium on locating the stimulus as far ‘in’ as possible, since this minimizes the room for discrepancies between the presence of the stimulus and a person’s being in the appropriate mental state (see Davidson 1990b for an extended contrast of ‘proximal’ and ‘distal’ theories of stimulus).


	To deal with this problem, Davidson invokes the metaphor of triangulation. He asks us to imagine an infant learning a first language, interacting with a teacher. The infant will note various similarities in its environment. In addition, it will find its babbling re-inforced by the teacher, when the teacher finds a correlation between similarities the teacher finds both in the environment and in the infant’s responses. So the infant is rewarded when it manages to produce sounds which the teacher finds sufficiently similar to ‘table’ on occasions when there is, according to the teacher, something sufficiently similar to a table in the area. Clearly, for this process to yield any results, the similarity responses of the learner and teacher must themselves be similar. Learning a language, if it involves anything like this process, requires the existence of others who are like ourselves, at least in what they notice and find similar.


	This scenario, Davidson says, should help answer the question about what the relevant stimulus is. It is useless to take the stimulus of the infant’s responses as patterns of neural stimulation; for in the circumstances, the teacher does not even notice these, and if he did, there is no guarantee they would exhibit the same relations of similarity that are perceived between things like tables and chairs. The stimuli, and hence the contents, of our utterances and beliefs are thus determined, necessarily so in the case of basic beliefs and concepts acquired in the way just described, by triangulation: they lie at the intersection of the lines which extend from the learner outwards and the teacher outwards, whenever the learner and teacher are also connected by finding each other’s responses similar.


	But this is not the end of the matter. We have described the intersection of the lines as the stimulus, and hence, content, of the utterances of the people involved, from our point of view. But nothing guarantees yet that they have any such notion. For them to have some concept of an objective stimulus, distinct from themselves, the speakers must not only be at the apex of a triangle made with the stimulus and another speaker, they must take themselves so to be. But in order to take themselves to be in this position, they must be able to find out about what the other one believes, and so they must be in communication with each other. Hence the conclusion that to be able to talk or think about anything, one must be in communication with others.


	We know that Davidson does not think that communication requires a common language (Davidson 1986). Two people, speaking different languages, can nonetheless come to understand one another and so communicate. That is why the current argument does not purport to establish that one’s first language must be a language spoken by others; only that it must be understood by others. This helps explain the difference between Davidson’s approach to the publicity of language and that of Wittgenstein (1953) and Kripke (1982). Wittgenstein’s argument proceeds through the notion of following a rule. Language involves rule-following, but no content can be given to the idea of following a rule by oneself. The natural responses of other people constitute the background against which one can follow a rule, going on in the same way or making a mistake. But in several papers (1984b and 1986), Davidson explains why he thinks that rules or conventions play no significant role in interpretation and communication. Therefore, he rejects the Wittgensteinian approach to showing that there cannot be a private language.


	I have presented Davidson’s argument as applying indifferently to utterances and mental states. If this is correct, then it also serves to help establish another thesis that Davidson has long advocated, that there cannot be thought without language. Davidson (1982a) suggested an argument for this conclusion. Its two steps were: a) in order to have a belief one must have the concept of a belief; and b) in order to have the concept of a belief one must have a language. The anti-private language argument at which we have been looking supports b). For in order to have the concept of a belief one must have the concept of an objective world which one’s beliefs are about and this, we have seen, requires one to be in communication with another believer.





2. Anomalous Monism and Supervenience.





In Donald Davidson (9.2), I pursued a line of criticism of anomalous monism which was being simultaneously developed by a number of other critics. In the paper “Thinking Causes” (1993) Davidson responded to this line of criticism, focusing in particular on a paper by Kim (1989).


	Kim argued that there is no stable position of non-reductive materialism. Attempts at such a non-reductive materialism, such as Davidson’s anomalous monism, collapse into other views which are either not materialistic or are reductive, or else eliminate mental phenomena from the picture altogether. The reason in particular why Davidson’s attempt is unsuccessful, according to Kim, is this: it fails to account for the causal efficacy of the mental (or, in an even stronger vein, it entails the causal inefficacy of the mental). Kim thinks this because he takes causal efficacy to be a property of properties, not events. Thus, even if we allow that some mental event is a cause, say of an action, we will not have secured the causal efficacy of the mental unless we can show that it was because of its mental properties that it caused the action. The causal efficacy of properties depends on those properties featuring in causal laws. This leads Kim to talk of a mental event M’s causing an action, A, as a mental event only if the causal law that stands behind the singular causal statement that M causes A mentions the mental properties of M. But since Davidson denies the existence of strict causal laws concerning mental properties, that is, since he holds the mental is anomalous, it follows, for Kim, that Davidson cannot allow that mental properties are causally efficacious. Davidson must deny that it is ever true that a mental state causes an action as a mental state, or in virtue of its mental properties.


	As Davidson points out in his response, this shows only that anomalous monism is consistent with the causal inefficacy of the mental. And at no point does Davidson reject this claim. But Kim thinks that matters are worse for Davidson. For Davidson supplemented anomalous monism with the claim that the mental is supervenient on the physical. Davidson here defines supervenience as follows: “a predicate p is supervenient on a set of predicates S if and only if p does not distinguish any entities that cannot be distinguished by S” (1993, p. 4). (Davidson notes that this is equivalent to various earlier formulations of supervenience, in particular 1985a, p. 242.) But Kim argues that any supervenience relation strong enough to secure the causal efficacy of the mental inevitably leads to psycho-physical laws. Since anomalous monism implies their non-existence, anomalous monism plus supervenience is inconsistent.


	In response to this line of criticism, Davidson points out that the very locution “A causes B as (an event of kind) M” is meaningless on his view of causation (which Kim does not dispute for the purposes of his paper--though elsewhere he clearly rejects it). Causation is an extensional relation between events, and this is not affected by how those events are described. Should the objection be raised that the mental properties of an event make no difference to what it causes or is caused by, Davidson can respond by invoking supervenience, which guarantees that which mental properties an event has affects which physical properties it has, and hence which other events it is causally tied to.


	To examine the plausibility of Davidson’s position, then, we should look at supervenience, since it is this which is supposed to strengthen anomalous monism enough to rule out the causal inefficacy of the mental. Kim has two objections to Davidsonian supervenience. The first, as we have just seen, is that it leads to psycho-physical laws, and hence is inconsistent with anomalous monism. Davidson’s answer to this continues a tendency already begun in earlier works (see especially the underdiscussed 1976b, as well as the more recent 1987b), to acknowledge the existence of psycho-physical laws, so long as they are not strict. Since anomalous monism only denies the existence of strict psycho-physical laws, there is no inconsistency after all. And Davidson thinks that Kim offers no reason why supervenience should lead to strict psycho-physical laws. Indeed, as he points out, all defenders of psycho-physical laws, including Kim, seem not to be envisaging them as strict, and hence their difference from Davidson on that score is merely verbal. Where there is a real difference, Davidson thinks, is that according to him, but not Kim, such non-strict laws are not necessary to show that mental events can be causes, and hence in that sense, causally efficacious. Presumably, though, he would agree that they are necessary to show that mental events can be causally efficacious in Kim’s stronger sense.


	Kim also thinks that Davidson’s notion of supervenience fails to ensure the causal efficacy of the mental for the following reason. Even thought it does mean that two objects could not differ in mental properties without differing in physical properties, it does not show that all mental properties could not be eliminated from the world without making any difference to how the physical properties were distributed over events.


	Davidson counters this challenge: “consider two events with the same physical properties, but one with some mental property and the other with that property removed. These cannot be the same event, since one has a property the other lacks. But then contrary to the definition of supervenience, mental properties would distinguish two events not distinguished by their physical properties” (1993, p. 8). Hence, the scenario envisaged by Kim in the preceding paragraph is not coherent, if supervenience holds.


	This answer to Kim’s second objection is problematic. Davidson thinks that two events that differ in their mental properties must be different events. This may be just as a consequence of Leibniz’s Law. But if so, then it must be applied only to events considered at a time, in one possible world. Otherwise it would rule out the possibility that a single event might change some of its properties over time or have some of its properties contingently. Given this restriction, however, we cannot assume that an event e and an event e’ must be distinct because one has a mental property that the other lacks. This would not be true, for example, if e and e’ were the same event in different possible worlds; and this is surely what Kim has in mind.


	For Davidson’s response to Kim to be good, he must assume that the mental properties of events are either themselves essential properties or tied to the possession of essential properties. What are the essential properties of events? We know, from Davidson 1985d, that Davidson now thinks the individuating, and hence I suppose essential, properties of an event are its spatial and temporal locations. Events are individuated according to the portions of space-time they occupy, or occur in (see Donald Davidson, 4.3). But Davidson offers no argument that would show that mental properties supervene on just those physical properties that constitute an event’s space-time location. So it seems to me that Kim’s second objection to supervenience still stands.
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