Swamp Darwin: CPA Commentary on Claudine Verheggen’s “Triangulating with Davidson”

Mark Walker

Verheggen, in my view, has done an excellent job providing clarification of Davidson’s  ‘triangulation’ argument.  Unlike Verheggen, I think there are some real problems for Davidson; at minimum, more needs to be said about how triangulation shows that language is necessarily social.

Following Verheggen, it may be useful to think about how the various aspects of triangulation fit together. There is what we might refer to as the “what” stage of triangulation. Here, paradigm cases involve language individuating macroscopic objects in the immediate environment. Davidson’s semantic externalism says that meanings are partly determined by their typical causes.
 Then there is what might be thought of as the “oops” stage: As Verheggen summarizes it:

“for someone to mean anything by her words, she must also have the concept of objectivity—she must be able to think of those causes as existing independently of her speaking about them; in some cases at least, she must be able to draw an objective line between what are the same causes and what merely seem to her to be the same causes and so between correct and incorrect responses to the environment.”

How are the two stages of triangulation related? Verheggen offers the useful suggestion that “the first stage of triangulation, is better seen, not as part of the solution to the problem of meaning determination, but as a diagnosis of the problem” (6). The problem of meaning determination is satisfied only when the oops stage is satisfied. As Verheggen suggests, “since the relation here between meaning-determination and possession of a concept of objectivity is not temporal but conceptual, expressions can have a determinate meaning only when they have been used by people who have the concept of objectivity”. (9) According to this interpretation, only when we understand what is involved in the what and the oops stages we will understand the social nature of language. 

There is certainly empirical support for the idea that language and socialness are related, e.g., we know that children who are cut-off from other language users—raised by wolves or kept in solitary confinement in closets by cruel parents—do not develop a language. Yet, it is difficult to see how this sort of evidence could support something stronger than a contingent generalization about language users. Davidson, it seems, is making a stronger claim: language is necessarily social, which has the implication that a solitary language user is logically impossible. To my mind, it is difficult to see how Davidson reaches this stronger conclusion.

Verheggen offers a plausible reconstruction of Davidson’s argument. Here is her summary:

Now, there is no avoiding the fact that whatever causes the solitary person takes to be of the same kind will be, for her, of the same kind, whatever responses she takes to be correct will be, for her, the correct one. The solitary person has no way of drawing an objective line between what is the same and what merely seems to be the same and so settle for some causes rather than others. She succeeds in “communicating” with herself however she draws the line between correct and incorrect responses. She never has to draw the line one way or another. (9-10)

I confess I cannot see what adding additional individuals to the equation adds here. If we substitute ‘plurality of persons’ for ‘solitary person’ in the above argument (mutatis mutandis) it looks like the plurality of persons will face the same difficulty. Depending on what we mean by this, a plurality of persons never has to draw a line one way or another. There is nothing that “forces the group to go one way or another”. For just like in the solitary case, in a group case “correlations never get challenged” (10) and “so long as the correlations go unchallenged, there is no way for the interlocutors to distinguish objectively between what is the same and what merely seems to them to be the same.” (10) The group comes to some decision just as a solitary person would. If the thought is that at least in the group case, one or more of the members can challenge the correlation, then this seems to beg the question why a correlation challenge can come from the solitary person herself. Why can’t the solitary person question and debate how seeming discrepancies between correlations should be resolved? Of course it may be responded that challenges must come from others first and then only parasitically. Once language has become possible in a social situation self-challenges (debates with oneself) become possible. This response, however, is question begging: the question before us is why a challenge to one’s self is not sufficient.

 It is perhaps worth thinking a bit more about the solitary case, e.g., I think it would be wrong to saddle Davidson with the position that if we are alone we cannot speak a language. Consider Robinson Crusoe. If he had previous social and linguistic experience, then it seems that he might introduce new terms when he finds himself a lone castaway. The problem is not speaking when we are alone but how language is possible without prior socialization. This is what we might think of as the bootstrapping problem: how could a solitary individual go from being a non-linguistic being to being a linguistic being? Perhaps this is how we are to understand the challenges presented by the what and the oops stages. I left my answer to the boot-strapping question in my other jacket, but it seems to me that the same problem applies to the group situation: how can a group of non-linguistic beings become linguistic beings? If we agree with Verheggen that the stages of triangulation are not a temporal then it cannot be that the two stages are some sort of reconstruction of how we acquire a language, for the two stages form a seamless whole on this view. Furthermore, I think that Verheggen is correct in pointing out that Davidson believes that only linguistic beings could solve the what and the oops problems, so these stages cannot be the explanation for how the bootstrapping problem is solved; but rather, presupposes that the problem is solved. If this is the correct understanding of Davidson then Davidson offers us no help in solving the bootstrapping problem in the group case. Until we have some idea how such bootstrapping might go, I do not see how Davidson’s triangulation advances our understanding of why language is necessarily social. 

In other words, it seems like Davidson is faced with a dilemma: if the what and the oops stages are temporal rather than conceptual, then Davidson faces objections from the authors that Verheggen mentions in her paper. If the what and the oops stages are conceptually and not temporally related, as Verheggen suggets, then these stages are not a contribution to the boot-strapping problem but presuppose its solution. If this is the case then there appears to be no reason for assuming that whatever solution to the bootstrapping problem is offered in the social case will not apply equally well in the individual case.

 As Verheggen notes, Davidson admits to not having much of a knock-down argument for his triangulation view. Since I have no proof that language is possible in the solitary case, one thing we could do is test out the consequences of holding that no solitary individual has a language. To this end consider the following thought experiment: Swamp-Darwin.
 Imagine first that instead of making his way safely back to England, Darwin was the lone survivor on one of the Galapagos Islands after the sinking of the Beagle. In his time alone he writes the Origins of the Species. As we noted above with Crusoe, this is no counter-example to Davidson’s thesis, since Darwin had prior social experience. Imagine, however, in a bolt of quantum improbability a molecule for molecule identical individual to Darwin was created at the same time on another island in the archipelago. This “Swamp-Darwin” also puts pen to paper and creates lines on paper that look identical to Darwin’s Origins of the Species. Of course if Davidson is correct it would be improper to think of the Swamp-Darwin writing in a language, because it is impossible for a solitary being to have a language, and unlike the original Darwin, Swamp-Darwin does not have a past with others. Now imagine a passing ship rescues Darwin and Swamp-Darwin twenty years later. (Unlike Davidson’s Swamp man, Swamp-Darwin has plenty of opportunity to instantiate a causal history between vocalizations and objects, it is simply that he is not afforded the possibility of triangulation). To his great astonishment, Darwin compares his Origins of the Species with Swamp-Darwin’s—each page has the identical pen marks on it. Just as they finish comparing the two books, Darwin’s blows overboard. Darwin is utterly despondent so Swamp-Darwin agrees to sell Darwin his book. When Darwin becomes rich from this best seller, Swamp-Darwin feels cheated and takes Darwin to court. Swamp-Darwin’s counsel argues that the contract between Darwin and Swamp-Darwin should be ruled null and void because a solitary individual cannot have a language, and so Swamp-Darwin could not have had a language at the time he put his signature on the contract—he had only been in the company of others for a few minutes, not long enough to reasonably be said to learn a language. The defense concedes for the sake of the argument that Swamp-Darwin did not speak or write a language at the time, but argues that Swamp-Darwin should be understood as communicating using Swamp-communication—a form of communication that looks very, very much like language but is not language. After all, Swamp-communication looks every bit as complicated as a language, and so for this reason the contract should be upheld. The defense argues that scientists do not care that the surviving “Origins” was written in a Swamp-communication, they find its results profound in any case. The defense argues further that Swamp-Darwin was treated as a person, capable of making decisions about himself even though he originally did not have a language and communicated in Swamp-communication (that everyone understood perfectly well), so the court should recognize that any differences between Swamp-communication and language are not important for either scientific, legal or ethical purposes. So, there is no reason to think that contracts cannot be made and signed by those who communicate using a Swamp-communication. 


The point then is that it looks like the difference between an extremely advanced form of communication like a Swamp-communication and a language looks at best like a precious philosophical distinction, and at worse like mere stipulation as to how the term ‘language’ should be used. 

For all practical purposes I can see little use for the distinction between Swamp-communication and language. Where the precious philosophical distinction may have more traction is when we think of some of the epistemological and metaphysical consequences of Davidson’s argument. As is often remarked, it seems Davidson is employing transcendental arguments: a priori reflection on the preconditions of language reveals that language is social.

If this is the correct way to understand Davidson then it seems we can formulate something like a transcendental deduction of others:

(1) I know a priori that I speak a language.

(2) I know a priori that a precondition of language is that there are other speakers, that is, language is social.

(3) Therefore, I know a priori that there are other persons.

Of course it is not the claim that there are others that is contentious, but the thought that we can prove their existence a priori. I suppose this might give some indication of why Davidson does not think that he has definitely established by argument the social nature of language, for it would seem to prove a lot. Perhaps it might be thought that we could deny (1). But if (1) is not a priori knowable, it is difficult to see how Davidson thinks he can maintain (2), that is, establish a priori a necessary conditions for language if we do not even know a priori that we are language speakers. In any event, given his argument for (2), Davidson must either accept (3) or deny (1).  Either way, it seems more will need to be said about how this argument gets spelled-out. For either it has seemingly untoward epistemological consequences (for someone arguing transcendentally) that we do not know a priori that we speak a language, or very robust (and so contentious) metaphysical consequences: we know a priori that others exist. 

� As Verheggen notes, the what stage has two questions to resolve: (i) how much of the total cause of an utterance is relevant to its meaning? And (ii) is the stimulus proximal or distal?


� Perhaps working through an example will help us. There is an organism living in South America called a ‘Capybara’ spends a great deal of its time in water but also spends time on land. Suppose the Davidsonian argues thus: 





Imagine a solitary person sees a capybara for the first time and is attempting to classify the creature. It would make no difference whether the creature is classified as a fish or an animal. For the solitary person there is no one to force the determination of the meaning of ‘fish’ and ‘animal’ in order to include or exclude capybara. Since there is no means to distinguish between real and apparent causes for these (conjectured) linguistic usages, there is no objectivity, and hence no language.





The question is how is it that the introduction of more individuals makes possible objectivity. As far as I can see, the argument goes something like this. We classify Capybaras as animals; in fact they are the largest rodents today weighing approximately 45 kg. But think about the solitary person who sees a Capybara for the first time. There is nothing to say that when she first sees a capybara that she would be forced to classify the capybara as an animal rather than a fish. The fact that she could easily classify them as fish shows that there is no objectivity because one classification would be just as good as another. And indeed, following Verheggen, we should reject the idea that there is meaning at all because this just shows that the sounds ‘fish’ and ‘animal’ have no determinate meaning when emitted from the mouth of a solitary individual. But why can’t the needed friction for objectivity come from the solitary person herself? Why can’t she say: well, from a disinterested theoretical point of view I can see calling them animals, but from a practical point of view I can see much utility in classifying them as fish given the religious injunctions I hold against eating animals on certain days. Perhaps the Davidsonian claim here would be that there would be no objective way to criticize the decision should capybaras be classified as fish. But the same problem, it seems, arises in the multiplicity case as well. As a matter of fact, to this day the Catholic Church classifies capybaras as fish for reasons ultimately not unlike our solitary person considered. According to some reports, when it was originally discovered it was argued that there is no reason not to classify capybaras as fish because they spend so much time in the water. As a consequence, to this day during Lent many eat capybara because they are ‘fish’ according to official Church ruling. The collection of more individuals here does not mean that the correlations are guaranteed to be challenged more in the group case than the solitary case, so again I am at a loss to see how more individuals introduces objectivity. The point here is not that the Catholic Church has an “non-objective’ notion of what constitutes a fish, rather, it is simply that whatever dynamic leads to the group determination of meaning seems equally applicable to the solitary case. There is no reason I can see that a solitary individual might not scrutinize causes and debate with herself more than some groups do.


� A close cousin of Davidson’s “Swamp man”, Knowing One's own Mind’, Davidson 1987: 443-4. Proceedings and Addresses of the American Philosophical Association 61: 441-58.


� For example, there is a certain consensus among the contributors to Transcendental Arguments, edited by Robert Stern, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998; that Davidson is working in the tradition of transcendental argumentation.


� This should be qualified to say ‘at some time’, to allow for the Robinson Crusoe types of cases.
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