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Introduction

How are we related to the physical world? We see, hear, touch the world, believe
things about it, want things from it, take joy in it. Our physical theories describe
the precise interactions of kinds of events. These theories never speak of objects
that see, believe, or desire as seeing, believing or desiring. How then are these
characteristic aspects located in the world described by physical theory?

We must, I believe, avoid two answers. We literally do have these character-
istic aspects: we cannot simply deny that they exist. Further we are part of the
world, not somehow separate from or outside the world of physics.

How can it be that we are part of the world described by physics, yet physics
never describes us? The answer depends on the nature of these characteristic
aspects of ourselves. Seeing, hearing, believing and desiring are all intentional
states, ones which are about other things and which may represent them correctly
or incorrectly. The concept of representation essentially involves the concept of
rationality. This concept plays no role in understanding the physical world, but it
is crucial to understanding ourselves.

This conception of our place in the physical world is central to Donald David-
son’s philosophy of mind. In what follows I argue for this conception and discuss
various of its difficulties.

I begin by rejecting one set of arguments to the conclusion that thought is ratio-
nal. I construct a new argument based on recent work on “naturalizing” represen-
tation. “Naturalizing” in this case means stating an account of representation that
does not use the concepts of value or rationality. These theories aim at an account
of representation that applies to many kinds of representational systems other than
human beings. I show that these accounts must use the concepts of value, and that
in the case of human thought they must use the concept of rationality.

Chapter 7 evaluates the prospects for one of Davidson’s arguments that there
cannot be a rigorous science of psychology, on the ground that the concepts of
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representation and rationality are connected. If this argument succeeded it would
constitute a proof that physical science could never include psychology as a part.
Although I do not believe the argument succeeds, I think it shows that we have
overwhelmingly good reason to believe its conclusion.

Many have felt that such a conclusion leaves us too far outside the world of
physics: if there were no rigorous science of psychology then we must admit that
our mental lives are as ‘“motes above the stream,” an offshoot of the basic causal
processes of the world, but an offshoot which has no causal bearing on anything
else. There is a variety of reasons to believe this; in Chapter 8 I consider several
and conclude that none are good.



Chapter 1

Content Rationalism

1.1 Introduction

Donald Davidson holds that application of the predicates of propositional attitude
is governed by the “Constitutive Ideal of Rationality:” if a creature has a single
propositional attitude then it has indefinitely many beliefs, desires and intentions,
and the resulting cognitive set must be rational. The intuitive pull of this claim is
not great. In this Chapter I describe Jerry Fodor’s reasons for doubt (Fodor, 1987,
Chapter 3). I survey the arguments Davidson presents for the claim and show
why they fail to convince a skeptic of Fodor’s persuasion. This survey shows why
attempts (like Fodor’s) to give a reductive naturalistic account of content have a
certain plausibility. In later Chapters I give a new argument that content must
be rational: these reductive naturalistic accounts all fail by begging the question
about rationality. I end this Chapter with some remarks about the apparent incon-
clusiveness of the arguments on both sides.

1.2 Content Rationalism

I shall call Davidson’s view about rationality and the propositional attitudes “con-
tent rationalism.” In this section I describe the view.

Content rationalism is a claim about how people are related to propositions.
I do not take propositions to be metaphysically basic in any sense; the point of
talk of persons and their relations to propositions can be honored by talk of per-

3



4 CHAPTER 1. CONTENT RATIONALISM

sons and their relations to things. People are related to propositions through their
propositional attitudes, like believing, desiring, intending and saying. Proposi-
tional attitudes can be separated in concept into two components: the attitude,
like that of saying or intending, and the content or proposition. Many things in the
world are related to propositions only through their relations to persons. A sen-
tence on a page has a certain meaning in virtue of having been written by a person;
a painting represents a face or a political situation in virtue of its connection with
the painter. Talk of meaning, content and propositions obeys some clear principles
of interchange: an utterance has a meaning, a thought has a content which is the
same as the meaning of the utterance that would express it, and an utterance that
means that p expresses the proposition that p.

What kind of thing is a propositional attitude? Propositional attitudes are
events: particular occurrences that have many properties and can be described
in many ways. Believing seems to be a state of a person, but it is a state that a
person begins to have and will leave off having. We can think of the state of be-
lieving as the event of coming to believe. This event may occupy a long stretch of
time: until the person changes her belief.

Content rationalism is the claim that if a person has a propositional attitude
then she has an enormous number of propositional attitudes and the relations
among the attitudes are rational. The person who has the attitudes may not be
rational. This can happen if the person has several (perhaps substantially overlap-
ping) sets of propositional attitudes, where each set is rational, but where the sets
conflict. The claim is still quite strong in requiring that each propositional attitude
is surrounded by a rational set.

What does “enormous number” mean? Take the belief that it was raining on
Tuesday. For anyone to have this propositional attitude she has to “command”
the various concepts involved (of rain, of Thursday, of weeks, of days, of time,
of water, etc.). For her to command any one of these concepts, say, that of rain,
she has to command many others (the concepts of stream, lake, ocean, sky, cloud,
clear colorless liquid) in ways that ensure that she has this concept rather than
some other, perhaps broader in application. For her to command these concepts
requires that she have beliefs about these other things. Hence in order to have a
single belief a person needs to have some beliefs about a large number of the kinds
of things that the single belief involved and some beliefs about the kinds of things
anyone should know about if she is to count as having a belief about the things the
single belief is about. Hence she would need to have some beliefs about most of
the things we all ordinarily run into in going about our lives.
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What does to mean to say that the sets are rational? What follows is list of
some things that should be true; it’s not meant as a theory of rationality.

Calling a set of attitudes rational is appraising it, but this does not mean that the
agent who has it believes what we think she should believe. I may think smoking
cigarettes is clearly a dumb thing to do, but someone may know the things that I
know about smoking cigarettes and also value the pleasures of smoking far more
than avoiding the dangers. The appraisal is meant to be internal: as far as each set
goes, the thought and actions that it involves make sense from the perspective of
that set.

A rational attitude set is one which displays various kinds of consistency. The
beliefs should be logically consistent. Beliefs arrived at through experience should
be inductively sound. Beliefs about one’s own beliefs and desires should be cor-
rect. If an agent believes she ought to make a certain inference, the presence of
the inference makes the attitude set more rational. Conflicting desires will always
coexist in agents, but a particular desire can be irrational if the agent has good
reason to think she is worse off if she has it.

Attitude sets can be assessed for the rationality of the way they change through
time and result in action. Decision theory gives a clear and precise model of prac-
tical deliberation. Dutch book arguments provide one way to test the adequacy
of the model against our intuitions about rationality.! There must be no way for
the agent to act on her beliefs and desires and lose out in the long run. Losing
out means she fails to realize certain of her values, solely because of the way she
thinks about things and values them. Let a person think a set of alternatives is ex-
clusive and exhausts the possibilities, and assign (act as if she assigns) likelihoods
to the possibilities that do not add to 1. There is a way to present her with gambles
on those possibilities such that she will end up losing all her money.

It may be that certain beliefs or strengths of belief are the “right” ones to
have. For instance causal decision theorists criticize Jeffrey’s theory on the ground
that the Bayes act will be irrational in certain decision problems if the agent’s
subjective probabilities are set by observed relative frequencies. A reasonable
response is that these are not the right subjective probabilities.? Since Jeffrey has
the agent’s entire preference ranking determine subjective probabilities, it’s likely
that they will end up differing from what they would be if they were to match what

For doubts on the strength of the connection between Dutch book arguments and rationality,
see (Adams and Rosenkrantz, 1980).

2For Jeffrey’s theory, see (Jeffrey, 1983); for the objection, see (Skyrms, 1980, 128-139); for
the response, see Piers Rawling, unpublished.
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the agent thinks the relative frequencies are, since the agent will take the relevant
causal relations into consideration in her preferences.

Finally, content rationalism is a modal thesis: what it is to be a propositional
attitude is to be something connected with many others in the ways stipulated by
the norms of theoretical, practical and epistemic reasoning.

1.3 Fodor on Meaning Holism

Is content rationalism true? In later sections of this chapter I will survey some
grounds for a positive answer. In this section I want to describe one negative
answer.

Jerry Fodor thinks content rationalism is false. *He is vexed by arguments,
like Stich’s,* that purport to show that there is no proper science of propositional
attitudes and which suggest that, well, really there are no such things. Fodor finds
the inference plausible® and he thinks there surely are such things, so he takes
pains to show there can be a proper science. He thinks the most serious threat to
the scientific character of the propositional attitudes is posed by a loose collection
of doctrines he calls “Meaning Holism.” He characterizes the whole family this
way:

When an intentional system takes the semantic value [truth] of P to be
relevant to the semantic evaluation of Q, ...P is an epistemic liaison
of Q ...Meaning Holism is the idea that the identity—specifically the
intentional content—of a propositional attitude is determined by the
totality of its epistemic liaisons. (p.56)

If Meaning Holism is true, since each person’s epistemic liaisons differ, no two
people share a belief. Meaning Holism thus has the consequence that we could
never hope for any interesting empirical generalization about the behavior of the
propositional attitudes.

31t is important to note that he thinks belief or attitude rationalism is true. The reason is that
he thinks beliefs or propositional attitudes are contentful states of which decision theory is true.
Thus in some sense Fodor does think content rationalism is true, but the reason is just that that’s
the way he defines belief, rather than the intimate connection between content and rationality.

4See (Stich, 1983). (Dennett, 1987c) has a good summary of other positions inspired by
Quine’s skepticism about meaning.

>He shouldn’t. There is no reason to hold that instances of a category of things are real only if
there is a science of their behavior that meets certain criteria.
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Why would anyone hold such a crazy position? Fodor proposes that the gen-
eral structure of all arguments for Meaning Holism take the following form (this
is the “Ur- Argument for Meaning Holism”, p.60):

Step 1. Argue that at least some of the epistemic liaisons of a belief
determine its intentional content.

Step 2. Run a “Slippery Slope” argument to show there is no princi-
pled way of deciding which of the epistemic liaisons of a belief
determine its intentional content. So either none does or all do.

Step 3. Conclude that they all do (1, 2: modus tollens).

Stich has several arguments that Step 1. is correct. Mrs. T, for instance, is a
woman who still responds, “Oh, McKinley was assassinated,” to the question,
“Mrs. T., tell me what happened to McKinley,” but she is unable to say where
McKinley is now, whether he is alive, who he was, etc. Stich claims, and Fodor
agrees, that Mrs.T does not believe that McKinley was assassinated. Stich goes on
to say that the reason she does not believe this is that she lacks the sort of beliefs
someone must have if she is to have the belief that McKinley was assassinated.
Fodor says this is the fallacy post hoc, ergo propter hoc: it does not follow from
the fact that she lacks this central belief and that she lacks these others, that she
lacks this central belief because she lacks the others. Fodor draws the obvious
conclusion: that step 1 is false, and that none of the epistemic liaisons of a belief
determine its intentional content.

“But look, if you radically detach content from functional role, then
why does one have to draw any consequences from one’s thoughts?
On your view, entertaining (as it might be) the thought that three is a
prime number could constitute an entire mental life?” This too is sat-
isfactory as a reductio ad absurdum argument only on the assumption
that the conclusion is false. But its conclusion doesn’t strike me as
self-evidently false. (p.89)

Fodor considers 3 other arguments for Meaning Holism (pp.62-84): one from
confirmation holism (a style of argument favored by Quine and Putnam), one
from functionalism in the philosophy of mind, and one from functionalism in
semantics. The first argument is interesting and important because it touches on
the ground many philosophers actually have for holding something like Meaning
Holism. I shall remain silent about the other two.
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The first argument works with a cartoon version of Quine’s answer to posi-
tivist theories of meaning. The positivists held that what any sentence means is
set by its relation to experiences that would confirm it. Some sentences are obser-
vational; they are confirmed by experiences only, and never by other sentences.
Their meaning is that the relevant experience is occurring. The sentences that are
not observational are confirmed on the basis of other sentences. Ultimately the
chain bottoms out in experience. The meaning of non-observational sentences is
set by the range of observational sentences that contribute to their confirmation.
These cartoon positivists hold, for the non-observational sentences, that (a) what
meaning they have is determined by their (confirmation) relations to observational
sentences, and that (b) to each non-observation sentence there corresponds a dis-
tinct and determinate set of observation sentences that determines its meaning,
i.e., the relations are direct.

Quine, following Duhem, pointed out that confirmation relations are never
direct in this sense. Any observation can be relevant to any sentence. An observa-
tion of a black raven can be taken to confirm, “All ravens are black,” or it can be
taken to disconfirm that sentence (on the assumption that observation conditions
were improper for viewing what was probably a white raven). Quine did not,
however, abandon the idea that the meaning of these non-observational sentences
was somehow determined by this much looser connection with experience. This
is a characteristic feature of doctrines of meaning holism that people have actu-
ally held: what a sentence means should be some sort of holistic function of its
confirmation relations to observable events.

Fodor has a peculiar response to this cartoon. Let us call the positivist posi-
tion “Semantic Localism,” since the observations relevant to the meaning of any
sentence fall in a narrow range for each sentence. The holist position is “Se-
mantic Holism,” which says that the meaning of any sentence may be relevant to
the meaning of any other sentence. Quine is famously skeptical about meaning,
and famously skeptical about most things philosophers have said about meaning;
Fodor thinks Quine is skeptical about meaning tout court. This makes for a third
position, “Meaning Nihilism;” philosophers like Stich seriously attempt to take
this position. But apparently there is a fourth position to take: deny that confirma-
tion relations between sentences are relevant to meaning at all. This is Semantic
Atomism. In the philosophy of mind this is the claim that the content of a belief
or desire does not depend on the relations that attitude has with any other.

I will return to Fodor’s take on the argument from confirmation holism to
meaning holism, and on Quine’s views on semantics, in section 5. Fodor has, I
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think, done us the service of indicating a thesis which could use some support, the
thesis that the epistemic connections of a belief are relevant to its content. This
thesis is not self-evident and it is not entirely easy to see why it should be true.

Before I go on I should note the relations between Meaning Holism and con-
tent rationalism. Content rationalism is the claim that a necessary condition for the
existence of one propositional attitude (with a certain content) is the existence of
a whole collection of others, all of which are interrelated in the way our attitudes
are interrelated. These ways properly include the epistemic connections definitive
of meaning holism. Meaning holism is the claim that the intentional content of
a single propositional attitude is determined by the epistemic connections it has
with others. The same idea is often put this way: the content of a single attitude is
constituted by these connections. (The phrase, “The Constitutive Ideal of Ratio-
nality” encourages this formulation.) Hence content rationalism is stronger than
meaning holism in including more rational relations, and weaker than meaning
holism in failing to make the claim about the constitution of content. I do not
think there is more to the claim about constitution than a necessary condition: If
A is constituted by relations R then if something is A then R holds of it. Hence I
think if meaning holism is wrong then content rationalism is too. Both meaning
holism and content rationalism are typically parts of a more complex story about
the patterns of interaction between contentful states and other things that makes
these states have the content they do. The thought behind both claims is similar; it
is the thought that content is the sort of thing that comes about by way of a large
pattern of interrelated events.

1.4 A Map of the Territory

There are two different distinctions we might make about content; these generate
a space of 4 possibilities that I think is useful in sorting out what Fodor claims.
We can either accept or reject content rationalism. And we can either accept or
reject the claim that there is a natural account of attitude content.

For now I want to remain fairly vague about what an “account” of content
is; I will discuss several such accounts in Chapters 3 through 6 below. I have
in mind any explication of the ways non-intentional and non-semantic facts de-
termine what content a thought has, or determine that a thought with a certain
content exists. The account can be reductive, like the ones Stampe, Dretske, and
Fodor offer; or it can be non-reductive, like Davidson’s. The alternative position
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is that there are basic, non-derived facts about content.®

The first of the four possible positions is that of the natural rationalist, who
holds that there can be an account of what it is about a person and her relations
with things that makes it true that she has thoughts, and holds that those thoughts
are by and large rational. Davidson is one such theorist. I think Fred Dretske is
another; he holds that a reductive account can be given and that we can explain
why content rationalism is true in terms of the reductive account.

The natural irrationalist holds that we can give an account of content, but that
contents need not be rational. This is Fodor’s official position.

The sui generis rationalist holds that there is no account to be given of content,
but that content rationalism is true. Perhaps George Bealer is the clearest example.
I think John Searle is another.”

Finally the sui generis irrationalist holds that content is a basic fact about
things, and further holds that contents can occur in wildly irrational collections.
This is atomist realism about content. It is the claim that there just can be free-
floating instances of content properties. It’s hard to be certain whether anyone
ever held such a theory. Descartes’ theory of mind and God might be a candidate.
He is clearly a sui generis theorist; he holds that it is impossible to explain what
it is to be a thought in physical terms.® It may seem odd to call the father of
Rationalism an irrationalist. He also holds that God could have made the eternal
truths of reason differently than they are. Equally He could have made me such
that my reasoning does not proceed at all in accord with the eternal truths (or
even in accord with what I think are the eternal truths). This possibility is what
makes for the worst of First Meditation skepticism, and what, for instance, makes
it mandatory that the cogifo not be an inference, since after all the principles of

%Typically externalist theories of mind and meaning are naturalistic in this sense. There is at
least one externalist position that could be taken to be non-naturalistic. John McDowell (McDow-
ell, 1986) holds that the identity of certain thoughts is determined by external objects. But for
all McDowell says this could be a brute fact about how things are, not susceptible of any further
explication, for instance in terms of the relations of the person who has the thought to the object.

7Searle’s position is not completely clear. He holds that intentionality is a biological phe-
nomenon. This suggests that some sort of biological account of content might be forthcoming.
But I think Searle holds that content is really sui generis. See, for instance, his (Searle, 1984, 98—
99) where he says that we have to realize that the sciences of man have to use metaphysically basic
notions of teleology and intrinsic Intentionality. He is a content rationalist, although his version
is considerably weaker than Davidson’s, since unlike Davidson he holds that irrationality requires
no special sort of explanation.

8See Margaret Wilson’s comments on the end of the Second Meditation (Wilson, 1978, 92-99).
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inference are among the candidates for doubt.

I think the main thing to be said for sui generis irrationalism is that it is not
logically inconsistent. It just doesn’t seem to follow from the statement that there
is a thought that three is a prime number that there are certain other thoughts that
stand in certain relations with this one. This is part of Fodor’s official justification
for his stance on content; it’s just not self-evident to him that it is absurd that there
should be a mental life comprising nothing but this thought.

A position that is not logically inconsistent may still be incoherent or unin-
telligible, or it may be inconceivable how it would be realized. It is not logically
absurd that there should be such a mental life, but it is incomprehensible how it
could happen. I will return to the bearing this reflection has on the truth of content
rationalism below in section 12.

I suspect Fodor overlooks the distinction between sui generis irrationalism and
naturalistic irrationalism. sui generis irrationalism is a hyper-realistic stance on
content properties which can be maintained in the face of any argument for content
rationalism I know of. The semantic atomism he counters to holism, localism and
nihilism is just that stance. But Fodor is not a sui generis theorist. And the price
for an acceptable naturalistic account will be meaning holism. Hence I think
Fodor’s challenge to meaning holism is unsuccessful. I’ll argue this in more detail
below in Chapter 6.

Here’s how I am going to proceed in the rest of this chapter. Fodor seems
to miss the force of the various arguments Davidson has given for content ra-
tionalism. Others inclined to attempt a naturalistic account of content miss it as
well. Why is this? Imagine an irrationalist (I'll call her the Skeptic) who isn’t
sure whether content rationalism is true. She goes to Davidson’s papers for an
argument that will rationally compel her to believe it. I’ll describe 5 different ar-
guments the Skeptic finds, and the reasons she remains unmoved. This will set the
stage for chapters 3 to 6 by showing why someone might think that an account of
content might be given that denies content rationalism or attempts to explicate its
truth.

1.5 (1) From Confirmation Holism to Meaning Holism

Fodor doesn’t deny confirmation holism. His polemical strategy to show that se-
mantic atomism is a viable position is to note that Quine doesn’t argue from con-
firmation holism to meaning holism: Quine moves straight to meaning nihilism.
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But Fodor overreads Quine’s skepticism. Quine thinks that what many philoso-
phers have said about meaning must be wrong, and he doesn’t think there is any
hope for a science of meaning. But the second chapter of Word and Object is
precisely about meaning: it sets out what Quine thinks there is to be said about
meaning. And what there is to be said patently includes meaning holism. Per-
haps Fodor has underestimated Quine, then; perhaps there is an argument from
confirmation holism to meaning holism.

How might such an argument go? Translation is a relation that preserves
meaning. In translating we attend to confirmation relations and settle on the
meanings of terms by seeing how they function in inferences from observation.
Confirmation holism requires that translation of a single term must be sensitive
to its actual and potential confirmation relations with everything an agent thinks.
Hence confirmation holism together with plain fact about translation shows that
content rationalism is true.

The trouble with this strategy is that confirmation holism alone does not entail
meaning holism or content rationalism. Confirmation holism is compatible with
semantic atomism. Hence any argument from confirmation holism will use some
additional premise, like the one I just gave about the connection between transla-
tion and meaning, that the skeptic will reject. For instance the skeptic will respond
that the norms that govern translation practice embody good epistemic policy but
do not constrain semantic possibility. Attending to confirmation relations is a very
good way to find out what someone means, but what the facts are is independent
of the confirmation relations.’

9The skeptic may have trouble saying why this is good epistemic policy. Skepticism about
content rationalism is in this respect like other kinds of epistemological skepticism. Skeptics gen-
erally respond that we should not posit very strong connections between concepts just because it
is very difficult to see how we know the things we do. This pattern of argument and response is
familiar in other debates about realism. See, for instance, David Armstrong’s rejection of “so-
phisticated” Humean theories of natural law (Armstrong, 1983, Chapter 5, 71-2). He complains
that the “sophistication” confuses epistemology with metaphysics, that it makes the epistemology
of laws constitutive of lawhood rather than just good policy. A natural law, on his view, is a ne-
cessitation relation that obtains between universals. Whether such a relation obtains is logically
independent of the sort of evidence we would use to decide whether it obtains.
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1.6 (2) From the Theory of Meaning to Content Ra-
tionalism

Davidson suggests that a theory of meaning for a speaker’s utterances should take
the form of a theory of truth for a language. This suggestion provides a remarkably
valuable framework within which to raise questions about language, thought and
meaning. The suggestion is also intended to tell us about the nature of meaning.
Davidson asks what knowledge someone could have that would suffice to interpret
another’s utterances. Knowing an interpretive truth-theory, and knowing that it is
such a theory, would do the trick; what is it, theen, to to know such a theory and
know that you know it? We can answer these questions by seeing how to confirm
that a given theory of truth interprets a speaker. Seeing how to confirm a theory of
truth is seeing how facts about meaning depend or supervene on facts that can be
known in advance of knowing how to interpret a speaker. Hence an inquiry into
how a truth theory is confirmed is an inquiry into the nature of meaning.

The appearance that we are on the verge of repeating the move of the last sec-
tion is partly dispelled by the doubly hypothetical character of this investigation:
it is an investigation into how someone could confirm a theory which could be
used to interpret. The appearance is not entirely dispelled, though. To show this
I’ll need to elaborate how the argument to content rationalism is supposed to go.'?

Theories of truth can be given for all kinds of languages, most of which are
never used. How might we go about telling whether a theory of truth for a lan-
guage is a theory of meaning for a particular person? The basic strategy is as
follows. The theory entails sentences of the form,

(T) An utterance of S by A at tis true iff p.

We find some empirical condition such that if A satisfies the condition at t then an
utterance of S by A at t has occurred. We survey what we believe to be the facts.
If other information we have about A suggests that this utterance of S is spe-
cially likely to be true, and we believe that p, we have reason to suppose that this
consequence of (T) is confirmed. Clearly we would not have very much reason;
confirmation of a theory of truth is based on an enormous amount of information
of this sort. Considerations of structure constrain the number of theories that are

19This argument runs through Davidson’s papers on radical interpretation in (Davidson, 1984b),
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especially “Truth and Meaning”, “Belief and the Basis of Meaning”, “Radical Interpretation”, and
“Thought and Talk”.
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confirmed; so does the demand that the theory should support counterfactuals. It
is to be expected that if one theory can be confirmed infinitely many can. The
hope is to find a variety of constraints that narrow the kinds of acceptable theo-
ries to those that capture the intuitive notion of meaning well enough. Since there
will be infinitely many left over anyway, this way of thinking about the nature of
meaning and content makes them out to be somewhat indeterminate.

One important constraint is that agents should be interpreted as rational. We
are seeking to confirm a theory of the meanings of all the sentences of a speaker’s
language. Davidson also holds that we can treat the propositional attitudes as
sentential attitudes: believing that p is a matter of holding a sentence true that
means that p, desiring that p is a matter of desiring a sentence true that means that
p. The theory of meaning thus interprets all the speaker’s attitudes as well as her
utterances. Since our attitudes are connected with each other and with perception
and action in the rich and familiar patterns of practical, epistemic and theoretical
reason, we know that a better interpretation is one that will display the agent as
more rational in what she does and what she thinks.

The conclusion is that the more sense we can make of an agent the better
the interpretation, and the more ground we have for thinking a theory of truth is
confirmed for the agent’s language. So if we can confirm a theory of truth for an
agent the agent is more or less rational.

The skeptic protests that the conclusion so far is conditional. If the agent is
not rational at all then no theory will be more confirmed than any other.!!

Clearly if meaning must be accessible to outside investigators then there must
be some route to an agent’s meanings using observations of her interactions with
what is going on. Similarly, since grossly irrational agents would be indistin-
guishable from things which are not agents at all, if thought must be accessible to
outside investigators then agents must be fairly rational. The trouble is the strong
claim that meaning and thought content must be accessible to outside investigators
in the way sketched.

Davidson offers a couple of considerations favoring this strong claim. '>We are

""The Cartesian skeptic will have a similar worry about the needed assumption that we can
identify a truth-relevant attitude toward sentences and succeed in untangling the ways the person
has gone wrong about what is around her.

2Perhaps the strongest reason is that meaning is public and accessible: it is our medium of
communicative exchange, ans so it must be accessible to outside invesitgators. Unfortunately
this just begs the question against the Skeptic. She thinks Descartes’ First Meditation shows that
meaning isn’t necessarily public.
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entitled to assume that most of an agent’s beliefs are true because agreement and
disagreement only make sense against a background of widespread agreement;
similarly,

To see too much unreason on the part of others is simply to undermine
our ability to understand what it is that they are so unreasonable about.
(“Belief and the Basis of Meaning”, p. 153)

Undoubtedly this is correct as a remark about what we do when we make sense
of others, and about how we do it. But it will not persuade the skeptic. Suppose
seeing too much unreason undermines my ability to understand what another is
thinking about. Then I fail to understand what she is thinking about. It cannot
straightforwardly follow that she isn’t thinking about anything. Davidson claims
that it does:

The methodological advice to interpret in a way that optimizes agree-
ment should not be conceived as resting on a charitable assumption
about human intelligence that might turn out to be false. If we cannot
find a way to interpret the utterances of a creature as revealing a set
of beliefs largely consistent and true by our own standards, we have
no reason to count that creature as rational, as having beliefs, or as
saying anything. (“Radical interpretation”, p.137)

The skeptic has two complaints. First, why should we hold that if we cannot find
a way of interpreting a creature we have no reason to count it as having beliefs at
all? Second, suppose we don’t have reason to count a creature as having beliefs at
all. There are two ways to gloss this lack. The stronger is to say we do not have
and there could not be reason to count it as having beliefs. The weaker is simply
that we do not have reason to count it so. It does not follow from the weaker
gloss that it is not true that the creature has beliefs. It appears to follow from the
stronger gloss, given a principle that what we cannot have reason to believe (about
another) cannot be a fact. But it is unlikely that any principle strong enough to do
the work here required is defensible.
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1.7 (3) Axioms of Decision Theory and Constitutive
Concepts

Davidson’s strongest reasons for holding that content rationalism is true come
from considerations about decision theory. In this section I will describe one
clear but inconsequential argument. In section 9 I'll describe a more persuasive
argument.

There is a tight connection between decision theory and a theory of the propo-
sitional attitudes. Decision theory is intended to be a mathematical and precise
version of the relations we find among beliefs, desires and rational decision. It
describes an elegant structure that captures central and essential features of the
norms by which we live. Hence it gives a structure that anything that deserves the
name of belief should satisfy.

Decision theory assigns numbers to valuations and states of belief by assum-
ing that there is some empirical test that gives us insight into these states, and that
there is structure in the results of the test. Jeffrey’s theory takes preferences be-
tween propositions as the basic fact. If certain things about the field of preferences
are true then it can be proved that relations among preferences can be represented
in a pair of real-valued functions prob and des. Stating what needs to be true
about the field of preferences is solving the “existence” problem: formulating the
axioms of decision theory. Jeffrey’s first axiom is that the relation =, “is preferred
at least as much as,” is transitive and connected (p.145); that is, for all propositions
A,BandC,if A 2 Band B > C, then A 2 C, and furthermore for all propositions
A and B, either A 2 B or B 2 A. This axiom captures an ideal of rationality: our
preferences should be transitive. If our preferences are not transitive then a Dutch
book can be made against us.

If some agent is such that there is a prob function that assigns a number to a
single proposition entertained by that agent, and the prob function is derived from
preferences in the way Jeffrey describes, then all her preferences are rational in
the way demanded by this first axiom. This sort of consequence follows from the
attribution of any one probability or valuation in any version of decision theory.
Davidson points to Ramsey’s theory: if Ramsey’s theory applies at all then there
is an ethically neutral proposition for that agent. If there is an ethically neutral
proposition for the agent then a great deal is true about the gambles between which
the agent is indifferent:

if it is ever reasonable to assert, for example, that one event has a
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higher subjective probability than another for a given person, then
there must be good reason to believe that a very strong theory is true
rather than false. (“Psychology as Philosophy”, p.236)

The sense Davidson attaches to the claim that the norms of rationality are consti-
tutive of the propositional attitudes is that if a term from the unified propositional
attitude theory applies to an agent then the norms of rationality must as well, since
the theory is a theory of things which are connected with one another in this way.

A weak skeptical stance to take to this argument is to emphasize doubts about
the relations between decision theory and propositional attitude theory. For in-
stance all decision theories have what might be called the “too many sandwiches”
problem.!? For the field of preferences to determine real-valued prob and des func-
tions there must be infinitely many preferences between “nested” choices. Ram-
sey’s theory, for instance, requires being able to find gambles exactly equidistant
in value between any two others. It’s hard to imagine that any actual agent is like
this.

This is not, however, a particularly good response, since there are relatively
natural ways to count an agent’s preferences as satisfying the axioms in virtue of
approximating the ideal. It’s easy to fill in the numbers provided the agent’s actual
preferences give us enough to get started.

A stronger skeptical stance notes that once again the conclusion is conditional.
If one of the notions of decision theory applies, then many do, and the agent’s
preferences will be rational, or will approximate well to rationality, in some ap-
propriate way. But what is needed is an argument that there cannot be any such
thing as an agent’s preferences that don’t even come close to satisfying the axioms
of some defensible decision theory.

There are other, and better, arguments from decision theory to content ratio-
nalism than this one, and we will return to them in section 9.

1.8 (4) From Action Theory to Content Rationalism

Plausible accounts of the nature of action and the relation between reasons and ac-
tion support content rationalism. An action is a bodily movement which is caused

3In honor of the illustrative examples that describe preferences toward many kinds of sand-
wiches; see Jeffrey, pp.44-58.
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in the right way and rationalized by reasons. To be rationalized by reasons re-
quires that the bodily movement have some aspect such that the agent could have
reasoned from her beliefs and desires to the conclusion that a bodily movement
with this aspect is desirable or valuable in some other way. It is not enough that
there should be some path of reasoning that leads from certain of the agent’s atti-
tudes to what she does. There is such a path between any primary reason and any
action. Rather, the agent must have actually followed such a path, or the path was
just the one she would have taken had she given it a moment’s thought. Finally
it’s not enough that there should be a suitable path from one single primary reason
to the action; the path must take into account pretty much everything the agent
thinks and wants.

Here’s an example to make this concrete. A woman buys some broccoli at
the grocery store. Her primary reason for the act of buying the broccoli is that
she wants some broccoli and she thinks buying some broccoli is a good way to
get some. She undertook the action knowing that she had enough cash to pay for
the broccoli, that the store was likely to have some, that she didn’t have some
at home, that she wouldn’t rather have snapper and rice for dinner, and so forth.
Undoubtedly very little of all this “went through her mind” when she acted, but it
is all clearly relevant to what she did.

If any event is an action it is caused by a vast and vaguely bounded collection
of beliefs and desires and the action is rational in light of that collection. It follows
that if an agent acts then content rationalism is true of the attitudes behind the
action. What I’ve said leaves open whether this is all the agent’s attitudes.

The same result holds for attitudes behind irrational actions. Irrational actions
are not events which are random with respect to what an agent thinks. Suppose I
smoke a cigarette, having quit years ago for all the standard reasons. I act against
my best judgment, but I have reason for what I do. I anticipate the pleasure of
smoking, I know that this action will not immediately cause results so intolerable
as to outweigh this pleasure (I'm not on an airplane in California, for instance)
and so forth. Irrational actions are thus backed by an equally vast and unbounded
collection of attitudes, and the action is rational in their light. The only difference
is that somehow that collection fails to include my best judgement.

The same result holds for attitudes behind the existence of each intention. An
intention may be thought of as a kind of desire or valuation of an action; it is
special in being the valuation on which the agent has decided to act. Hence an
intention is something which is the outcome of a rational chain of causation from
a large number of the rest of the agent’s attitudes.
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A similar result holds for many emotions. Pride is that emotion caused by
appreciation that one has done well (Davidson, 1980e). Appreciation requires a
rational appraisal of what one has done that involves a great deal of what one
thinks. Similarly we feel anger for reasons, and these reasons can be rational or
irrational.

The skeptic’s response is again that the conclusion is conditional. Any belief
or desire which stands in these relations with actions or intentions or cognitive
emotions will be such that content rationalism is true of it. That does not show
there could not be a belief or desire which does not stand in these relations. There
are two kinds of case to consider. First, cognizers are possible who never act,
form intentions or feel emotions. We have a strong sense that there is no such
possibility, but I think we have no logical ground for rejecting it. Second, it does
not seem to follow even given a normal agent that all her attitudes are behind
an action. Davidson argues (Davidson, 1982) that irrationality always demands a
very special reason explanation, one that involves thinking of the set of the agent’s
attitudes as segmented, one part representing the agent’s best judgment, the other
the worse judgment that somehow overcomes the force of the better. But it is not
clear that this special explanation is always required. My best judgment may be
left out of what yields my action in a particular case through fatigue or injury or
confusion. Hence it can happen that occasionally attitudes are simply left out of
deliberation, caused to be left to one side but for no reason.

We might claim in defense of content rationalism that all propositional atti-
tudes are mental acts and hence stand in the same sort of relations to prior atti-
tudes and perceptions as do proper actions. But our thoughts are not actions. We
never have direct choice over the next thought. We have our thoughts and we un-
dergo changes in what we think which are (if we are careful and fortunate) rational
changes.'*

Davidson, in responding to Hempel’s view of the explanation of action, notes
that “the looniest action has its reason.” (“Hempel on Explaining Action”, p.237)
We might say, just as every action has its reason, however loony, every reason has
its reason, however loony. I think this is a central assumption of psychotherapy:
reasons don’t just happen to us. There is always something around that provides

14This does not mean our thoughts are completely out of our control. One aspect of rationality
is our capacity to alter habitual transitions of thought: we can, for instance, learn and practice
epistemic skills. As we’ll see in Chapter 4 on Dretske, if we aren’t skeptics and aim at an account
of content, this constraint is important: nothing merits the title ‘belief” unless it is subject to this
sort of higher order control.
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a rational ground for what we think. And again it is hard to know what to think
of the idea of a thought that is neither preceded nor followed by any rationally
related thought. It might be that the agent who had the thought wouldn’t know
that she had it, since we might hold that the kind of relation that holds between
thoughts in self- knowledge is a species of rational connection.

The skeptic still has responses. Even where therapy works and an agent “un-
covers” reasons for her unhappy state, and perhaps manages to do something about
them, we do not have to accept the claim that the reasons that are “uncovered” are
reasons that the agent had. We can always find reasons for holding some belief;
having found them, we may accept them and act on their consequences.

None of these considerations on action appears to rule out the possibility of
an event of coming to believe something could just occur, without any of the sorts
of connections that content rationalism requires. We can, it seems, think of events
of coming to believe something or coming to desire something as having their
propositional attitude properties intrinsically.

Finally, I doubt we can make an argument for content rationalism by appeal
to the right analysis of self- knowledge. Perhaps that analysis requires that where
there is self-knowledge an agent is caused to believe that she has a belief by that
belief, and caused in a way that is rational. Still, we can conceive of the existence
of a belief by itself that isn’t known by its owner by way of self-knowledge. The
existence of the belief wouldn’t thereby be unknowable; perhaps we could come
to know about it through some other means.

1.9 (5) Testing Decision Theory and Content Ratio-
nalism

The strongest argument for content rationalism comes from considering the em-
pirical status of decision theory. I'll start by reviewing three reasons for thinking
that decision theory is an empirical theory, and then sketch the argument that con-
tent rationalism is true that stems from the prospects for testing whether it is true.

First reason: Hempel was led, by the possibility that people can have the same
reasons yet do different things, to think that reason explanation must appeal to
more than the reasons we cite (Hempel, 1974). He proposed that there must be a
lawlike generalization about what people do given certain reasons together with a
statement of how rational they are. Every reason explanation then has the form of
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a deduction from a law: the antecedent conditions are the belief, the desire, and the
degree to which the person is rational (perhaps with respect to those very reasons),
and the law is a quantitative statement of what people do with their reasons when
they are rational to that degree. If Hempel is right then we must be able to make
sense of the idea of testing how rational people are, and even perhaps how rational
they are with respect to certain reasons.

Second reason: Ramsey’s and Jeffrey’s decision theories require very strong
conditions on preferences for representation theorems. Both require that prefer-
ence should be transitive. But it is prima facie unlikely that our preferences are
transitive. The question appears to be empirical; we can imagine asking people
about their preferences and discovering whether they are rational in this sense.
Of course we can do better than imagine, since an enormous amount of energy
has been expended precisely on determining to what extent and in what respects
people typically fail of decision-theoretic rationality (Kahneman et al., 1982).

Third reason: Decision theory is meant to be a mathematically precise version
of something we are doing every moment of our lives: making decisions and act-
ing in the face of less than perfect certainty about what will happen. Psychology
includes the empirical study of the ways we acquire and change our beliefs and
desires and act on them. Psychology thus appears to include the empirical study
of human approximation to decision theory. The generalizations it yields should
look something like the generalizations of decision theory. Continuing in this line
of rumination it’s easy to come to the following conclusion: decision theory is
best thought of as an empirical theory which captures the ways that people and
their propositional attitudes behave. For instance Fodor finds that Shakespeare’s
Hermia (in Midsummer Night’s Dream), in thinking about what Demetrius says
about Lysander and about what Lysander might have done, must be working with
the causal generalization that

If x wants that P and x believes that -P unless Q, and x believes that
it is within his power to bring it about that Q, then ceteris paribus x
tries to bring it about that Q (Psychosemantics, p.13)

Fodor holds that this generalization is more or less true and that it is a contingent,
empirical generalization; that is the force, it seems, of calling it a causal general-
ization. As I noted above Fodor holds that the conditions on being an intentional
system are stronger than the conditions on being something that has states with
content. Intentional systems have states with semantic content which are further-
more related in a certain way. Being a belief is being a state with content that
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stands in a special relation to perceptual ’inputs’, behavioral ’outputs’ and other
contentful states. Which special relation?

suppose that a belief state is by definition one that causally interacts
with desires and actions in the way that your favorite decision theory
specifies (p.69)

The distinction, in the set of all items that have the content that P, between being
a belief and not being a belief, is an empirical distinction and a matter of a certain
sort of empirical complexity. Hence according to Fodor decision theory states a
collection of empirical laws which are such that if something satisfies them it is a
believer.

Here then are some reasons for thinking decision theory is an empirical theory.
If it is then we should be able to test whether it is true.

Much empirical investigation has been performed in an effort to determine
whether decision theory is true. Davidson and Tversky draw conceptual conclu-
sions from the empirical work. Consider the simplest sort of example. A subject
expresses a preference for a hamburger over tuna salad, a preference for $10.00
over a hamburger, and a preference for tuna salad over $10.00. Her preferences
appear not to be transitive. Shall we conclude that she is not rational? Not at
all. She prefers a hamburger over tuna salad, given that choice, as far as the taste
goes; the money over the hamburger, given that choice, for its buying power; and
tuna salad over money because her cat wants it. The general trouble is that when-
ever we find what appear to be violations of the axioms of decision theory we can
usually also find something that explains the breakdown in purely rational terms.
The trick is to find what propositions the agent is considering in expressing her
preferences.

Notice also that even a run of complex failures of perfect rationality hardly
shows that the subjects are even mildly irrational. These subjects are rational
enough to get themselves involved in the experiments, to understand what they
are to do, and to produce sensible reports of their responses to the experimental
situations. And the more complex the failures the harder it is to draw any conse-
quence, since agents must be quite rational before they are even in a position to
fail in such tasks (Kahneman and Tversky, 1982).

Davidson concludes that all the tests of decision theory can just as well be
taken to measure the adequacy of the theories’ interpretations of the term *prefers’
as they can be taken to test decision theory. He concludes that decision theory has
almost no empirical content:
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I am skeptical that we have a clear idea what would, or should, show
that decision theory is false ...the theory ...is so powerful and sim-
ple, and so constitutive of concepts assumed by further satisfactory
theory ... that we must strain to fit our findings, or our intepretations,
to preserve the theory. (“Hempel on Explaining Action”, p.273)

We have a quasi-empirical argument to a quasi-conceptual conclusion.!”> Since
we can make no clear sense of the idea of testing decision theory, the axioms of
decision theory are true (“constitutively true”’) of anything to which the concepts
of decision theory apply. The parallel argument for psychology is that, since we
can make no clear sense of the idea of testing how rational a person is, the norms of
rationality are true (or nearly true) of anything to which the propositional attitude
concepts apply.

The skeptic has at least three things to say in response.

First, she will emphasize the differences between the point about decision the-
ory and the point about propositional attitudes. Decision theory is an idealization
of ordinary practice; it aims to interpret a single predicate in a way that yields
functions from propositions (or sentences) to numbers. There is no representation
theorem for psychology that shows we can measure propositional attitudes with
anything so tractable as numbers, and there are grounds to think there couldn’t be
one.

Second, in thinking about ourselves we apply a scheme of explanation with
constitutive elements, but we have a large degree of tolerance for deviation from
the ideal. For instance we can reinterpret an apparently intransitive triad of pref-
erences so as to understand the person as rational. We can imagine further tests by
which to test the reinterpretation. And, I think, we can imagine them failing. An
agent can be understood as irrational, and the irrationality can be mild or severe.

Third, she will protest that Davidson’s skepticism results from too narrow a
view on the possible data. The tests of decision theory that have been tried all
work with behavioral data of greater or lesser subtlety. Perhaps it is true that there
just could not be a genuinely plausible test of decision theory that uses such data.
From that fact it wouldn’t follow that decision theory has no empirical content

15T think it is easy to miss the force of this argument. People say Davidson’s argument for
anomalism is a conditional we can traverse in either direction: Davidson infers that psychology is
not a science from a commitment to thinking of belief in a certain way, but we can just as well infer
that we shouldn’t think of meaning in that way. (See for instance (Johnston, 1985, 422-426)). But
Davidson’s choice of direction comes precisely from the effort to get the science off the ground
and the resulting pattern of failure.
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or that it is analytically true (or something like it). All that follows is that the
empirical content is not exclusively behavioral, or that we can’t find the cases that
show why it is not even something like analytically true.

The naturalistically inclined skeptic thinks it is not at all hard to imagine a
test which uses other than behavioral data. She claims that what content thoughts
have is a function of the relations between internal states of the person and things
outside, where these relations may be underdetermined by behavioral events. The
sui generis theorist will say that we have always known that inference to what
someone thinks from behavioral data is an iffy business at best; she may go on to
say that the only good way to know of the existence of a thought is to have it.

1.10 Conditional Arguments

All the arguments I’ve surveyed fail in the same way to convince the skeptic. Each
has the form, if we think of meaning and content in a certain way then content
rationalism is true. The skeptic responds, why should we think of meaning and
content in that way? In this section I consider reasons to think the skeptic doesn’t
realize the cost of denying the antecedent.

Much of Davidson’s writing on meaning assumes certain basic facts about
meaning. Meaning is basic to communication; it is what we grasp in understand-
ing others. We understand others by going on behavioral evidence: by looking
at what they say and do. We should, it seems, understand meaning and thought
content as available on this basis.

Thinking of meaning and thought content as essentially bound up with this
sort of evidence has several philosophical advantages, besides placing meaning
and thought in what seems to be an optimally appropriate conceptual context.
Epistemological skepticism gets a relatively clear response: since anything which
is a believer is rational and a believer of truths, I can know of myself (since I
know I am a believer) that most of my beliefs are true. The problem of other
minds seems to evaporate, since thought content just is what can be gathered by
interpreting an agent’s attitudes toward sentences.

The trouble with this strategy is that it makes the connection between meaning,
content and a certain sort of theory too strong. The solution to the other minds
problem seems to be bought at too high a price: the solution entails that it is just
not possible for someone to have thoughts forever beyond the reach of a theory
based on behavior. Certainly if we think of someone else and ask why we should
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ever believe this possibility obtains (and ask the parallel question what sense we
can make of the possibility) it is hard to imagine any satisfying answer; but I think
we have a clear understanding of what it would be in one’s own case to have a
belief like this.

We can try for a stronger response to skeptical problems about knowledge
of other minds. Akeel Bilgrami has suggested that we cannot ensure the public
availability of meaning except on condition of accepting an externalist position
on meaning (Bilgrami, 1989). Analogously perhaps we cannot ensure the public
availability of meaning except on condition of accepting content rationalism, since
a wildly irrational agent would be one we could not understand in the way we
do understand agents. Perhaps this is right, but Bilgrami has not offered any
considerations that will compel the skeptic. We may consistently believe that
thought and meaning are publicly available and that externalism is wrong or that
content rationalism is false.

1.11 Content Rationalism and Naturalism

My aim in discussing Davidson’s arguments for content rationalism has been to
set the stage for what I'll be doing in chapters 3 to 6. I've suggested that the
skeptical responses to these arguments flow from two sources. The sui generis
theorist is hyper-Realist about content; to him it doesn’t matter if what he says
is no more than logically consistent. The naturalistic theories suppose that there
is some further ground for testing decision theory than the ones that have been
investigated by psychologists. The naturalistic theorist aims to be a slightly milder
sort of realist about content; he is worried that if we cannot give a causal account
of content in non-question-begging terms then somehow content will not be real.
If his project succeeds he may be able to show us that content rationalism is an
empirical thesis, true in virtue of how beliefs actually interact rather than in virtue
of the concepts of belief, desire and rationality.

I’ll be arguing that the naturalistic theorist has overestimated the payoff of a
causal theory of content. It is important and interesting to show how the concepts
of content and causation are related. But I do not believe the causal theories really
show that content rationalism is an empirical thesis. Each theory has to use some
key notion in stating the causal account of content that begs the question. 1 am
inclined to treat this systematic failure as evidence that the causal theories do not
genuinely provide further ground for testing decision theory.
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My argument for content rationalism is in a sense a naturalistic one: it is an
argument from the systematic failing of naturalistic theories to content rational-
ism. All the arguments I’ve just surveyed are also naturalistic in spirit; they say
that content rationalism follows from the best naturalistic accounts of content we
know how to give. But we might wonder whether naturalism is the price we must
pay for an argument for content rationalism.

The sui generis irrationalist is not, of course, going to give an argument for
content rationalism. I cannot think what might convince such a theorist. His po-
sition is consistent and unintuitive and he will accept the unintuitiveness. The sui
generis rationalist refuses to give an account of content; he may as well refuse to
give us grounds to think content rationalism is true. I don’t think there is anything
that would rationally compel such a theorist to try to say something.

Can a sui generis rationalist give an argument for content rationalism? I sus-
pect he cannot, but I have no conclusive argument to show this. Perhaps he will
appeal to one of the arguments I’ve surveyed, especially the one based on the diffi-
culties in making sense of a test of rationality. The trouble will come in defending
some appropriate connection between what content is and the sorts of possibilities
we find intelligible. Surely there are connections strong enough to do the job, but
they violate the sui generis theorist’s inclination to say that content is the sort of
thing of which no account can be given.

If this is right I suspect the reason it is right is connected with problems with
the distinction between analytic and synthetic truths.'® Content rationalism is not
even analytically true, but it appears that if it is true it is more than a contingent
truth. Necessity of this sort is best explained by appeal to the way the concepts
are connected within the theories we accept or the frameworks we currently think
will inform any acceptable theory. Hence an argument to show that this sort of
necessity obtains has to appeal to considerations about theories of the items in
question.

Putting this point this way leaves an avenue open for the sui generis theorist.
Perhaps when we are finally satisfied that we understand meaning and thought we
will have a theory of these items that does include content rationalism but which
treats meaning properties as primitive and hence not determined by other facts in
the way the theories I consider claim. I remain agnostic on the prospects for such
a theory.

16Claudine Verheggen suggested this explanation to me.
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1.12 Conceptual Connections without Analyticity

It might objected that the strategy I pursue for showing content rationalism true
does not establish my conclusion. Perhaps naturalism is just not the right way to
think about content. Even if it is, maybe there is a genuinely explanatory reductive
account of content right around the corner.

There is more to my strategy than this assessment suggests. My overall argu-
ment has two aspects. First, the arguments I’ve examined so far are negative in
character; they say that we can’t make sense of the idea of a belief off by itself
or in a highly irrational cognitive set. Second, the arguments I will be presenting
show that a certain positive project is in serious trouble; none of the attempts to
provide a genuine alternative to content rationalism works.

The skeptic cannot say very much in response about the positive projects. She
has temporarily run out of proposals and neither she nor I can fruitfully speculate
on what will happen as she attempts to generate more. But she may still balk at
the negative claim. What metaphysical conclusion ever follows from our inability
to make sense of a certain possibility? Maybe it is actual, despite the limitations
on our comprehension. Perhaps we will come to be able to make sense of it.
We aren’t confronted with a flat inconsistency; the conceptual connections are
asserted to be constitutive, not logical or analytic.

The skeptic is right that the connection has rather less modal force than a
logical or analytic connection. We should be careful that the claims we make
reflect this modal force. We are not entitled to claim that content rationalism
could not possibly be false, or that the reasons we’ve seen show that we could not
possibly make sense of a cognitive set that is not rational. All we are entitled to
claim is that we do find it so difficult to make sense of the purported cases that we
are left unsure whether they are real possibilities.

If we are only entitled to make such a weak claim, does the skeptic win out?
I doubt it. The choice is between an intelligible theory which fits our experience
as well as any alternative, and a theory which is logically consistent but at present
unintelligible.

I think the situation with content rationalism is not unlike the situation with
other philosophical projects of explication of conceptual connections. Take for
example Davidson’s principle of the nomological character of causation, the thesis
that if a singular causal claim is true then the events involved must have aspects
which make them instances of a strict law. Anscombe asks why we should believe
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this, and finds no answer. But not having compelling reason to believe it is not
the same as having reason not to believe it. 1 doubt anyone has ever described
a clear case where the principle fails. Now we might accept the possibility as
part of our metaphysics if we had some good reason to do so.!” But we are then
accepting a possibility we do not understand. There is nothing logically improper
in doing this. Clearly we must be ready to accept some actual facts which we
don’t understand. But I think we should aim to accept such facts as infrequently
as possible. If there is reason, albeit inconclusive, to accept a position, and the
alternatives are not plausible, we should accept the position.

The skeptic would have a better time of it if there were some explanatory point
or force to the denial of content rationalism. I can think of two, both involving a
science of psychology. First, Fodor and others worry that if content rationalism
is true then there will not be a proper science of psychology. As I’ve said, and as
I’'ll argue in some more detail below in chapter 7, I don’t think this is a serious
problem. Nothing, for instance, about the reality of our mental lives would follow
from the unscientific character of psychology.

Second, many have thought that if there is no proper science of psychology—if
the anomalism of the mental is true—then our mental lives will be causally inert.
One might attempt to build an argument to the effect that the stronger the concep-
tual connections among properties in a set the less ground we have for claiming
causal connections among the properties. I think there is some force to this idea;
I’ll be returning to it at length in Chapter 8. But it won’t, I think, help the skep-
tic much, because the skeptical challenges can be met; there is simply no good
argument to causal irrelevance based on anomalism or conceptual connections.

Since I can think of no other point to the denial of content rationalism I think
we should accept it.!

7For instance David Armstrong suggests this possibility provides an “independent fix” on the
notion of necessitation needed to explicate the universals theory of natural law.

187°d like to thank the participants of a Chat on the topic of this chapter at UC Berkeley in
December 1988.



Chapter 2

Kitty Thoughts

2.1 Introduction

Can my cat Grushenka think? Here are some of the things she does. She seeks
me out. She looks me in the eye. She hollers at me. She looks at the string. She
crouches when I reach for it, pounces when I pick it up. She chases it. I stop; she
hollers at me again.

When I come home she runs down the stairs, smells my shoes, rubs against
my legs. Another day I arrive wearing a motorcycle helmet. She gets halfway
down the stairs, glimpses the helmeted figure, and runs back up the stairs to hide.

She’s doing something much like acting on reasons, expressing desires, indi-
cating objects, and making mistakes. Is she actually acting, thinking, erring?

(Davidson, 1984c, 1985b) argue that speech is necessary for thought (I'll call
these ‘TT’ and ‘RA’). Grushenka doesn’t speak. If Davidson is right, she literally
does not have any thoughts at all.

The theories of content we will be examining in Chapters 3—-6 below ap-
ply most naturally to very simple creatures, like bacteria, like frogs, like cats.
These theories all assume that these simple creatures literally have content-bearing
states. If all attributions of content to non-linguals are metaphorical then these
theories are doomed.

In this Chapter I consider the details of Davidson’s arguments. I think David-
son does not produce a convincing case that thought requires speech, and hence |
think that attributions of content to non-linguals are sometimes literally true.

29
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Davidson’s views on animal thought have shifted somewhat since “Thought
and Talk was published. In (Davidson, 1985¢) he writes,

My suggestion comes to this: we will in any case continue to talk
as if animals have propositional attitudes. We can do so with good
conscience if we keep track as best we can of the level of significance
of such talk. (p.252)

I take essentially this position in what follows. We can describe the minimum
structure required for representational content. The content of many things that
satisfy this minimum is quite different from the content of any of our thought, but
it is still literally content.

Certainly there remain many distinctions to be made: we may decide against
attributing beliefs to my cat (certainly to bacteria) but continue to attribute repre-
sentational content. Hence there are at least two conceptual boundaries that we
need to mark: one to indicate what is required for the simplest possible represen-
tation, and one to mark the difference between representation and belief. In this
thesis I work out the beginnings of a way to mark the first boundary; I will have
nothing to say about the second.

2.2 Exegetical Preliminary

TT covers a great deal of ground on the way to its conclusion that “a creature
cannot have thoughts unless it is an interpreter of the speech of another” (p.157).
Should we consider all this to be one argument, so that the discussion of each
topic yields another premise? Or is the argument made in the last page or so
(which yields the conclusion) meant to be relatively independent?

The structure of RA suggests a way to read TT, even if it is not exactly the
way Davidson thought of it when he was writing TT. RA makes two preliminary
points against Malcolm’s claim that dogs have beliefs: first, attributions of content
to dogs are not intensional, while attributions of propositional attitudes clearly are
intensional; second, any one thought requires a “rich supply” of related beliefs.
But Davidson notes that these points do not demonstrate that animal thought is not
possible: “Indeed, what these considerations suggest is only that there probably
can’t be much thought without language.” (p.477) He follows these preliminary
points with an expanded and somewhat revised version of the argument of the
last page of TT. I suggest we read TT as presenting several interrelated views of
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the relation of thought and talk, but the argument of the last page is essentially
independent of the rest. I’ll call this argument and its fellow in RA the “central
arguments.”

Hence there are roughly three distinct arguments to consider: one about in-
tensionality, one about the holistic character of thought, and one about what is
needed for thought that only language can supply.

I agree with Davidson that intensionality is a crucial issue, and I agree with
him that it does not decide the question whether animals can think. In section 3
below I argue that the issue of intensionality is something of a red herring: if a
creature has mental representations (in a sense I will describe) then ascriptions of
thought to it are intensional and may be as intensional as attributions of proposi-
tional attitudes.

I will not discuss the argument about holism here. It is true that very many
thoughts are such that something cannot have just that thought unless it has many
others. But I think this is not a universal phenomenon: some thoughts are such
that a creature can have that thought and have no other. I discuss this point at some
length in Chapter 6 below, section 8.

In section 4 I will describe the central arguments. Each has two premises; in
section 5 I examine the claim that if something has a belief it has the concept of
belief, and in section 6 the claim that if something has the concept of belief then
it communicates with another.

2.3 Animal Thought and Intensionality

Attributions of thought are intensional; if what we say about the thought of dogs,
cats, frogs and bacteria is not intensional then we are not attributing thought.

Davidson has two kinds of arguments to show that attitude attributions to ani-
mals are not intensional. Davidson concedes that these arguments are not specially
conclusive, but I want to demonstrate why they do not make their point.

The first argument appears both in TT (p.163) and RA (p.474). Malcolm urges
that the dog thinks the cat went up the oak tree. But does the dog think the cat
went up the same tree it went up yesterday? that Grushenka went up the tree? that
the 7 year old domestic shorthair that Tony owns went up the tree? We hardly
know where to begin in thinking about answering these questions. Dodging them
by claiming the descriptions and predicates we offer are in transparent position
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doesn’t help, since if a de re attribution of thought is true then a de dicto one must
be as well. (Some, like Burge and Dretske, will urge that this is incorrect; but
some kind of de dicto attribution must back up a fully transparent one, even if it is
only one that attributes the predicate.) Since we can’t decide which descriptions
matter and which do not, it looks as though it doesn’t matter how we describe the
doggy thought.

The last step in this argument is a mistake. If dogs have thoughts they are
clearly not much like ours. Their “form of life”—their sensory capacities, cogni-
tive capacities, motor capacities, reproductive cycles, dietary needs—is extremely
different from ours. We should expect that if they have concepts they will not be
much like our own. The trouble is not that attributions of doggy thoughts are se-
mantically transparent, but rather that they are sensitive to different substitutions
than similar attributions to persons would be. My cat’s behavior shows this: she
runs from the helmeted figure, and she wouldn’t run from me (if I weren’t wearing
the helmet). We don’t have an articulated set of concept-terms for dogs. Even if
we did it would remain a curiosity for ordinary explanatory purposes (although
absolutely fascinating on other grounds: it would say what it is like to be a dog),
since the much more powerful scheme of concepts we employ for ourselves works
just as well for dogs. We see a similar phenomenon at work in what we say about
each other. We may know that Jones has a very idiosyncratic understanding of the
relations of nations, so idiosyncratic as to show, for instance, that what she calls
‘détente’ is not détente; yet we might for all that report one of her beliefs using
the term ‘détente’. She has some concept, one for which we have no simple term;
so we use another which is close enough for explanatory purposes.

The second argument occurs only in TT. One way to investigate the nature
of a kind of thing is to examine the theories that talk about that kind of thing,
in particular for invariants in the structure of claims about the kind of thing. If
a theory preserves its explanatory power under many more transformations than
the theory of belief-desire psychology permits, then it is not a theory of belief.
Davidson traces a series of refinements made to a very weak specification of tele-
ological explanations of behavior, and suggests (but does not claim) that a theory
that does not interpret speech is essentially different in respect of invariance than
propositional attitude psychology.!

'T am somewhat hesitant whether this really is the structure of the argument. What Davidson
says satisfies this form up to the concluding claim; but the form of the conclusion is not that a
theory permits too much variation, but rather that if it doesn’t interpret speech it fails to capture
certain facts relevant to the success of its explanations.
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I will summarize the series of refinements, then criticize the suggestion by
showing how the needed invariance can be provided without speech.

We explain our actions by talking about our reasons. We say someone wanted
a certain outcome and believed that by acting thus she would obtain that outcome,
and that’s why she acted thus. A solitary reason attribution, however, explains
nothing, since reasons are explanatory only given strong background assumptions,
as for instance that the agent didn’t have a better reason to do something else.
So reason explanation works by citing, implicitly or explicitly, a whole pattern of
reasons that cohere in a certain way and which together explain a series of actions.

This constraint of pattern is a considerable improvement on solitary attribu-
tions, but it still leaves room for unlimited alteration in the descriptions we offer
in explanation of an action. We can show this by describing a mathematical anal-
ogy with no more structure than we have introduced so far. Suppose all actions are
ordered, so that we can assign an integer to each one based on its position in the
ordering. Suppose what it takes to explain an action is two real numbers which
when multiplied together yield the integer. Of course for any integer there are
infinitely many such pairs. Now suppose the trick is to explain a series of actions,
and a constraint is that the number-reasons for earlier actions can never exceed the
number-reasons for later actions. This would constrain the possible attributions of
number-reasons, but the possibilities are still infinite.

Decision theory finds more structure in the field of beliefs and desires. David-
son considers Ramsey’s theory. Ramsey showed how both utility and subjec-
tive probability can be determined on the basis of information about preferences
among a variety of gambles. This extended preference ranking determines a prob-
ability function uniquely and a collection of equivalent utility functions. They
are equivalent up to a linear transformation, in Ramsey’s theory; this entails that
given one probability function each utility function yields the same ranking of
acts. This in turn means that we can explain an act by showing that it was the
act that came out on top, and by citing the reasons the agent had for that act. It’s
still true that if one reason attribution is explanatory then there are infinitely many
others, but we now have a principled way to characterize the multiplicity. Further-
more, the alternatives are generated by altering the entire attribution, rather than
single attributions piecemeal.

Where do the preference rankings come from? In actual practice, claims
that someone has a preference ranking are supported by data about linguistic be-
haviour. Information about choices between gambles isn’t enough, since the bare
fact of a choice never determines what it was about the object chosen that was
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chosen. Suppose Jones pulls a $10.00 bill from her wallet and pays for a book.
She chose one object among others. What was she thinking? Did she choose the
leftmost thing in her wallet? The thing with Hamilton’s picture on it? Her favorite
bill? There’s no way to tell simply from seeing what she did.

To fix her preferences uniquely we should have to interpret what she says
about them. Without speech “the evidence will not be adequate to justify the fine
distinctions we are used to making in the attribution of thoughts” (TT, p.164). Ev-
idence about choice behavior alone also doesn’t seem sufficient to settle other fine
distinctions in the thoughts we have. It seems hard to imagine how to “distinguish
universal thoughts from conjunctions of thoughts ... how to attribute conditional
thoughts, or thoughts with, so to speak, mixed quantification... ” (TT, p.164).

Interpretation of speech solves the problem of making extremely fine distinc-
tions by two means. First, it settles the interpretation of non-logical terms by
concentrating on general truths about their relations with things. Actual general-
ity isn’t needed, since sometimes we can gather evidence from a single use about
how a term would be used in other circumstances. Second, interpretation finds a
repeatable structure in the language (e.g., phrases like ‘if’, ‘all’, ‘she’) that can be
used to generate the interpretations of extremely complex constructions.

The trouble I see for this kind of argument is that there is a way to solve these
problems for non-linguals: mental representations (internal structures with the
sort of structural complexity that language has) provide the resources.

What follows is a brief exposition of the sort of theory I have in mind. First I’1l
give some reason to think that the problem for the determinateness of the content
of terms can be solved, and then describe where logical structure fits in. What I
say here is somewhat sketchy and incomplete; we will be considering the details
of much more articulated theories like this in the next 4 Chapters.

We start by supposing a creature C has a certain fype of state S. It’s important
that S be a non-intentional type, since the project is to give a theory of content
that doesn’t assume categorizations of things that depend on their content. S’s
are caused by various things, among them F things. When S’s occur, the creature
is caused by them (and other internal and external conditions) to execute certain
movements. Sometimes these movements result in some benefit to the creature
that is contingent on the F things being around, and contingent on their being F.
This benefit, over time, controls the production of the state-type S. For instance
a history of benefit contingent on the production of the state when an F thing
is around might increase the reliability of the connection between F things and
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instances of the state type S, so that the likelihood that there is no F around when
an instance of S occurs goes down. If the state type S has this relation in the life
of the creature to the environmental type F, then an occurrence of S, when there is
no F around, is wrong or incorrect.

Instances of state type S are representations. Of course we must be very careful
what we mean when we say this. S has no structure, so there is no sense in which
it refers to F, and there is no sense in which S is a concept, if we mean by a concept
something which can be predicated of an object. The most natural way to express
its representational content is with some such phrase as, there’s an F, or, F here
now, but we still have the problems we had with Malcolm’s dog, now far worse,
since we have no reason to think that creature C even has the internal resources
for predication of a demonstratively indicated object or time or place.

Certainly these are serious problems, but I don’t see why they are principled
objections to the claim. We know what the differences are. We keep them in
mind in making attributions of content to a simple creature like C, and we avoid
drawing rash conclusions from the attributions. This situation is familiar in the
theory of measurement. We measure hardness of minerals, pitch, temperature and
length using numbers. Each domain has its own level of complexity, which is
mapped by a certain set of features of the numbers. We know precisely what we
are measuring in each case, so we know that certain entailments from the numbers
are not licensed for the objects measured. From the fact that the measure of the
hardness of one mineral is half that of the hardness of another it doesn’t follow
that the one is half as hard as the other. The reason is that the Mohs hardness scale
is calibrated against 15 standard minerals, and a given hardness only reflects the
fact that a mineral can be scratched only by minerals with higher numbers.

The sketch of the theory so far solves the problem of making fine distinctions
in attributing content to unstructured representations or to elements of represen-
tations. The attribution that S is about F is made relative to a certain kind of
explanation: C receives a benefit from an F’s being F when S is produced. The
explanation depends on certain nomological truths about F’s and about C. They
might support counterfactuals like, things that are otherwise like F’s but which
are not F would not generate a benefit for C if C is caused by an S to produce its
typical bodily movement, and things that are otherwise unlike F’s but which are
F would. These nomological truths provide the requisite fine distinctions among
content attributions. (See below, Chapter 6, section 7, for more detail on this
point.)

What about structure? There might be some further state which C comes to
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produce only given a fair sampling of S-type states, and then only if S-type states
always occur with S’-type states (which we’ll assume represent G, in the way S
represents F). This cautiously produced state might count as a representation that
all F’s are G’s. C might use this representation, along with others, to generate a
state that leads it to move to a region of its environment that lies outside of direct
sensory range: it might thus have a representation that there is a G behind that
rock.

We can imagine finding some repeatable component of these internal states
such that the way the states interact with one another and with the analogues of
perception and action indicates that the component behaves much as some sen-
tential connective behaves in our language. We can imagine finding structure in
these states that is analogous to the quantificational structure of our language.

I am certain that describing the empirical basis for such ascriptions of structure
is a difficult task. We know what the detail must look like, though, since we are
looking for the sort of pattern of behavior and internal change we know we would
have if we acquired thoughts of the relevant types and acted on them. It’s unlikely
that we could succeed in describing the interactions for complex thoughts and
continue to honor a strict constraint that the descriptive resources are naturalistic.
In fact I doubt the description of S that shows it to be an F representation honors
it. But C doesn’t speak, and that is the constraint we are presently investigating.

The general strategy is very much like Quine’s strategy in investigating mean-
ing by investigating radical translation.? There are three central differences. First,
we aim at no skeptical conclusion; the idea is to show how we can get attributions
of content that are as good as those we can get in radical translation. Second, we
do not work with query and assent; we need to look directly at the way the inner
states change in relation to stimulations from the world and in relation to what
the creature needs and wants. (Here we relinquish one of Davidson’s central as-
sumptions, that the only data available to a radical interpreter iare of the ordinary
sort that communicators have about one another.) Third, this project is in a sense
constructive, where Quine’s is descriptive. We aim at describing various levels of
complexity in the patterns of relations between inner states and states of the world
that would suffice for translations into content ascriptions with lesser or greater
complexity. Perhaps some creatures have something like a sentential logic but
no quantificational logic. Or perhaps some creatures lack certain kinds of logical
structure our language has; they might be incapable of adverbial modification.

21 am indebted to Klaus Strelau for this way of describing the strategy.
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I conclude that we can find the kind of evidence we would need “to justify
the fine distinctions we are used to making in the attribution of thoughts™ even for
creatures that do not speak. Things don’t have to have mental representations to
have thoughts—in particular, if they speak they don’t-but we have seen no reason
to think that the thoughts creatures can have with mental representations are any
less fine-grained than our own.

2.4 The Central Arguments

TT and RA conclude with similar arguments that non-linguals lack thought. In
this section I describe the two arguments and locate the differences between them.

The argument in TT runs like this:

1. If something has a belief it has the concept of belief.

2. If something has the concept of belief then it has the concepts of
interpretation and error.

3. If something has the concepts of interpretation and error then it is
an interpreter.

4. Therefore, if something has a belief it is an interpreter.

The stated conclusion of the considerations advanced in TT is that “a creature
cannot have thoughts unless it is an interpreter of the speech