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CAUSATION, INTERPRETATION AND OMNISCIENCE: 
A NOTE ON DAVIDSON'S EPISTEMOLOGY 

Tim C R A N E  - Vladim Ìr S V O B O D A  

In 'A Coherence Theory of Truth and Knowledge', Donald Davidson 
argues that it is not possible for us to be massively mistaken in our 
beliefs. The argument is based on the possibility of an omniscient 
interpreter who uses the method of radical interpretation to attribute 
beliefs, since an omniscient interpreter who uses this method will 
attribute largely true beliefs to those he is inteipreting. In this paper we 
investigate some of the assumptions behind this argument, and we 
argue that these assumptions are incompatible with Davidson's view 
that the object of a belief is its cause. If Davidson wants to keep his 
interpretationist theory of mind, he should therefore abandon that 
view. 

1 D a v i d s o n ' s  a r g u m e n t  a g a i n s t  g l o b a l  scepticism 

In his well-known paper, ' A  coherence theory of truth and knowledge '  (CT) 
Davidson argues that 'g iven a correct epistemology, w e  can b e  realists in all 
departments'.1  What  is more, he  argues that this epistemology and considera-
t ions pertaining to  radical interpretation together guarantee that it i s  not  
possible  t o  b e  massively in error about  t he  world:  most  of ou r  bel iefs  m u s t  b e  
true. A pivotal  m o v e  in this a rgument  is what  has b e c o m e  k n o w n  a s  t he  
'omniscient  interpreter a rgument ' .  O u r  a i m  in this note  is t o  quest ion the  
internal coherence o f  the assumptions  behind the  omniscient  interpreter 
argument ,  and t o  relate the  tensions w e  f ind between these  assumptions  to  
other  themes  in Dav idson ' s  theory o f  interpretation, mind a n d  meaning.2  In  

1 D.Davidson, 'A coherence theory of truth and knowledge', E.LePore (ed.), Truth and Inter-
pretation (Oxford: Blackwell, 1986) pp. 307-319. An embryonic version of the omniscient 
interpreter argument (in a somewhat different form) appeared in Davidson's paper 'The method 
of truth in metaphysics' in Donald Davidson, Inquiries into Truth and Interpretation (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 1984). 
2 For other relevant criticisms of Davidson's argument, see R. Foley & R. Fumerton, 'Davidson's 
theism?' Philosophical Studies 48, 1985. pp.83-89; V. Dalmiya, 'Coherence, truth and omnis-
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particular, w e  wil l  conclude that o n e  unexpected lesson o f  the omniscient 
interpreter argument i s  that it s h o w s  w h y  Davidson must re ject  the principle 
that the object  of  a bel ief  i s  its cause.  

W e  will  begin  b y  setting out s o m e  of  the context f o r  D a v i d s o n ' s  discus-
s ion  i n  C T .  O n e  dis t inct ive  a n d  controversial  aspect  o f  D a v i d s o n ' s  v i ew  in 
C T  i s  t h e  w a y  h e  c o m b i n e s  metaphys ica l  rea l i sm wi th  a k i n d  o f  t ranscenden-
tal  a rgumen t  w h i c h  f o r m s  h i s  re fu ta t ion  o f  scept ic ism.  T h i s  i s  unusual  b e -
c a u s e  t ranscendenta l  a rgumen t s  agains t  scept ic ism h a v e  tradit ionally b e e n  o f  
a n  anti-realist  o r  idealist  charac ter . 3  T h e  r ea son  f o r  this,  i n  very  genera l  t e rms ,  
is tha t  all that  t ranscendenta l  a rgumen t s  c a n  establish,  o n  t h e  f a c e  o f  it, is  
s o m e  constra int  o n  h o w  thought m u s t  b e ;  a n d  t o  tu rn  such  a constraint  in to  a 
constra int  o n  h o w  reality m u s t  b e  involves  l inking though t  a n d  reali ty in a 
w a y  tha t  i s  character is t ic  o f  ant i - real ism o r  ideal ism,  ra the r  t h a n  rea l i sm.  
Clear ly ,  a t ranscendental  a r g u m e n t  against  scept ic i sm wh ich  a l so  c o n f o r m s  t o  
t h e  constra ints  o f  r ea l i sm w o u l d  b e  o f  great  phi losophical  interest .  

I n  C T ,  D a v i d s o n  expresses  h i s  c o m m i t m e n t  t o  rea l i sm i n  t e r m s  o f  t h e  
fo l lowing  c la ims:  

W e  can accept objective truth conditions as the key to meaning, a realist view 
of truth, and we can insist that knowledge is of an objective world independent 
of our thought or language. (CT p. 307) 

T h e  idea  that t ruth condi t ions  a r e  t h e  k e y  t o  t h e  unders tanding  o f  mean ing  is, 
o f  course ,  o n e  o f  t h e  corners tones  o f  D a v i d s o n ' s  ph i losophy  o f  language .  A s  
f o r  a realist  v i e w  o f  t ru th ,  h e  expla ins  this  in  C T  b y  say ing  tha t  t ruth c a n  b e  
thought  o f  a s  co r re spondence  wi th  reali ty.  B u t  this  co r re spondence  c l a im  i s  
n o t  mean t ,  as  it o f t e n  is ,  a s  a substant ial  thes is  about  t ru th ,  o r  a s  a def in i t ion  
o f  truth.4  T o  say that  t ruth i s  co r respondence  wi th  real i ty is j u s t  another  w a y  
o f  say ing  that  some th ing  i s  t r u e  w h e n  it s ays  h o w  th ings  a r e — a  c l a im wh ich  
e v e n  a minimal is t  o r  r e d u n d a n c y  theor is t  abou t  t ruth c o u l d  accept .  N o  inde-
p e n d e n t  no t ions  o f  ' f a c t '  o r  ' co r re spondence '  a r e  p resupposed  b y  D a v i d s o n  
w h e n  h e  says  tha t  t ruth is co r re spondence  with reali ty.  

N o r  d o e s  D a v i d s o n  a t t empt  t o  d e f i n e  truth i n  t e r m s  o f  t h e  not ion  o f  
coherence ,  a s  s o m e  ideal is ts  h a v e  d o n e .  I n  fac t ,  t ruth is n o t  d e f i n e d  at all .  

cient interpreter', Philosophical Quarterly 40, 1990, pp 86-94. See the response to this criticism 
in A Brueckner, 'The omniscient interpreter rides again', Analysis 50, 1990, p p  199-205. 
3 See. for instance, the view of such arguments presented in Barry Stroud, 'Transcendental 
arguments' in Kant on Pure Reason R Walker (ed ) (Oxford Oxford University Press, 1982) 
4 Davidson has elsewhere rejected such definitions See, for  instance his paper 'The structure and 
content of truth' Journal of Philosophy 87, 1990, p p  279-328 
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It should be clear that I don't hope to define truth m terms of coherence and 
belief. Truth is beautifully transparent compared to belief and coherence and I 
take it as primitive. (CT p. 307) 

S o  if  truth is  not b e i n g  de f ined  in terms o f  correspondence and coherence, 
what  is  the connection between coherence, correspondence and truth? 
Davidson ' s  strategy i s  f i r s t  to s h o w  h o w  our be l ie f s  must, a s  a whole,  cohere 
with one  another. Then h e  argues  (assuming famil iar  aspects  o f  his theory o f  
belief  and interpretation) that if our be l ie f s  d o  a s  a w h o l e  cohere, then they 
must b e  mostly  true. S ince  truth is  correspondence wi th  rea l i ty—in the  
innocuous sense  described a b o v e — t h e n  the l ink be tween  coherence and 
correspondence is  made:  

The theory I defend is not m competition with a correspondence theory, but 
depends for its defence on an argument that purports to show that coherence 
yields correspondence. . My slogan is: correspondence without confrontation. 
(CT p. 307). 

B y  'confrontation' Davidson means  the idea that be l ie f s  can b e  compared 
with the b i t s  o f  the wor ld  to which they correspond. This  idea makes  little 
sense, Davidson thinks, s ince  all w e  can compare  are  our  bel ie fs ,  one  with 
another. A n d  it i s  this f a c t  about  the comparison o f  b e l i e f s  is  used  a s  a 
premise  in an argument f o r  a correspondence theory o f  ob ject ive  truth: 
'coherence y ie lds  correspondence' .  

W h a t  exact ly  is  the argument?  Davidson maintains that the only  w a y  a 
bel ief  can b e  j u s t i f i e d  i s  b y  reference to other be l ie f s .  Accept ing  this v i e w  o f  
the just i f ication o f  b e l i e f s  i s  j u s t  what  dist inguishes those  w h o  hold a 
coherence theory f r o m  those  w h o  think that epistemic assurance (of whatever  
kind) must  c o m e  f r o m  outs ide  the  bel ief  system.  B u t  it i s  a famil iar  point that 
the mere  fact  that a bel ief  coheres  with a substantial b o d y  o f  b e l i e f s  does  not  
establish its truth. Coherence does  not s u f f i c e  f o r  truth. A s  Davidson s a y s :  

Perhaps it is quite clear that the coherence of a belief with a substantial body 
of belief enhances its chance of being true, provided there is a reason to 
suppose the body of belief is true, or largely so. But how can coherence alone 
supply grounds for belief? (CT p. 309) 

Davidson ' s  answer  to this question is  based  on his  theory o f  radical interpre-
tation.  T h e  central  p r inc ip le  i n  interpret ing a n o t h e r ' s  be l i e f s  i s  t h e  pr inc ip le  o f  
chari ty:  

the principle directs the interpreter to translate or interpret so as to read some 
of his own standards of truth into the pattern of sentences held true by the 
speaker. (CT p. 316) 
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A n  interpreter has  no  other option than to m a k e  speakers  ( ' interpretees ')  
intelligible b y  ascr ibing them a large  amount o f  truth and consistency. B u t  
this, a s  Davidson himself  observes,  is still insuff ic ient  f o r  establishing that 
interpretees'  b e l i e f s  a r e  not mass ive ly  in error: 

Why couldn't it happen that speaker and interpreter understand one another on 
the basis of shared but erroneous beliefs? This can and no doubt often does 
happen. (CT p 316) 

T h e  principle o f  charity requires  the interpreter to interpret a speaker ' s  
be l ie f s  a s  true, b y  the  interpreter's o w n  lights.  B u t  w h a t  i f  the interpreter's  
o w n  b e l i e f s  are  not object ive ly  t rue?  W h a t  i f  the  interpreter is  mass ive ly  
deceived  about the  w o r l d ?  Then, although the  principle o f  charity dictates that 
the interpreter should attribute be l ie f s  which  are  coherent and mostly  true b y  
the interpreter's  l ights, this wi l l  not s u f f i c e  to establish the link between 
coherence and o b j e c t i v e  truth which Davidson wants .  

Davidson then m a k e s  the f o l l o w i n g  ingenious m o v e :  

[I]magine for a moment an interpreter who is omniscient about the world, and 
about what does and would cause a speaker to assent to any sentence in his 
(potentially unlimited) repertoire. The omniscient interpreter, using the same 
method as the fallible interpreter, finds the fallible speaker largely consistent 
and correct. By his own standards, of course, but since these are objectively 
correct, the fallible speaker is seen to be largely correct and consistent by 
objective standards. (CT p. 317) 

T h e  idea is  this. If there w e r e  an interpreter all o f  w h o s e  be l ie f s  w e r e  true, 
then the interpreter w o u l d  interpret the non-omniscient interpretee a s  h a v i n g  
most ly  true be l ie f s .  B u t — a n d  this i s  the crucial point—the  omniscient 
interpreter e m p l o y s  the  s a m e  'unimpeachable method'  a s  everyday,  fa l l ib le  
interpreters do. In particular, the method of  the omniscient interpreter i s  b a s e d  
on the  principle o f  charity. So,  g iven this method, the omniscient interpreter 
w o u l d  ascr ibe  to the  interpretee a substantial portion o f  the be l ie f s  it holds  
itself.  S o  the m e r e  possibil i ty o f  an omniscient interpreter establishes that 
most  o f  our  b e l i e f s  a r e  true: one  kind o f  g lobal  scepticism is  defeated. 5  

5It is worth pointing out that although Davidson's argument is aimed against scepticism, it is not 
designed to refute all traditional sceptical claims For example, he explicitly admits that each 
particular belief from a coherent set of our beliefs could b e  false, and at this point he is in 
agreement with one kind of sceptic. His argument tries to convince those who are concerned that 
w e  could b e  entirely or largely mistaken about the world A detailed analysis of the relation 
between Davidson's argument and different sorts of scepticism can be found in P.Klem 'Radical 
interpretation and global scepticism', in Truth and Interpretation, E LePore (ed.) pp 367-386 
See also Colin McGinn, 'Radical interpretation and epistemology' in the same volume. 

* 
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That is  Dav idson ' s  argument,  and s o m e  of  the philosophical context  in 
which it belongs.  But does  the argument w o r k ?  

2 Is the idea of an omniscient interpreter coherent? 
T h e  argument a s  it stands presupposes  the coherence o f  the idea o f  an omni -
sc ient  be ing .  T h e r e  a r e  o f  c o u r s e  p r o b l e m s  associated wi th  t h e  idea  o f  
omnisc ience ,  b u t  w e  d o  no t  w a n t  t o  e n g a g e  i n  a d iscuss ion  o f  t he se  p r o b l e m s  
here . 6  F o r  t h e  pu rposes  o f  th i s  paper ,  w e  will  a s s u m e  that  t h e  c o n c e p t  o f  
omni sc i ence  i s  relat ively unproblemat ic .  O u r  ques t ion  ra ther  is: h o w  c a n  such  
a n  omnisc ien t  be ing  b e  a n  interpreter? 

T o  interpret  s o m e o n e  i s  (at least)  t o  ob ta in  bel iefs  abou t  thei r  be l iefs .  A n  
omnisc ien t  b e i n g ' s  be l ie fs  will  all b e  t rue ,  s o  t he  hypothes ised  omnisc ien t  
interpreter  ( 0 1 )  obta ins  t rue  b e l i e f s — i n  fact,  k n o w l e d g e — a b o u t  the b e l i e f s  o f  
any  subject,  S, it i s  interpreting. However ,  i f  w e  take the idea that the OI  i s  
omniscient literally, then the  O I  k n o w s  everything,  including everything  
about  S.  Indeed, it must  k n o w  everything  prior to interpretation o f  S ;  other-
w i s e  it w o u l d  no t  b e  omnisc ien t  p r io r  t o  a n  ac t  o f  interpretat ion.  S o  if t h e  0 1  
is l i terally omnisc ient ,  then  it canno t  b e  a n  interpreter ,  s ince  interpreta t ion is a 
ma t t e r  o f  ga in ing  knowledge ,  a n d  t h e  0 1  cannot ,  ex hypothesi, ga in  a n y  
knowledge .  

T h i s  s imple  l i ne  o f  thought  c o u l d  b e  re jec ted  b y  D a v i d s o n  o n  t h e  f o l l o w -
ing  grounds .  W h a t  t h e  0 1  i s  omnisc ien t  a b o u t  i s  all t h e  f ac t s  o the r  t h a n  t h e  
fac t s  abou t  in terpretees '  proposi t ional  a t t i tudes a n d  t h e  m e a n i n g s  o f  thei r  
words .  T h a t  is, pr ior  t o  interpretat ion,  t h e  0 1  is omnisc ien t  a b o u t  all t h e  n o n -
semant i c  a n d  non-intent ional  fac ts . 7  F r o m  i ts  k n o w l e d g e  o f  t h e s e  fac t s ,  t h e  0 1  
c a n  ga in  k n o w l e d g e  o f  t h e  semant i c  a n d  intent ional  f ac t s  a b o u t  speakers ,  b y  
t he  fami l ia r  p rocess  o f  radical  interpretat ion.  

T h i s  sugges ts  w e  should  m a k e  a dis t inct ion b e t w e e n  t h e  f ac t s  wh ich  t h e  
0 1  k n o w s  pr io r  t o  interpretat ion a n d  t h e  f ac t s  wh ich  interpreta t ion de l ivers .  
S o m e  te rmino logy  migh t  b e  u s e f u l  t o  dis t inguish these  t w o  k i n d s  o f  f ac t .  

6The concept of an omniscient being has been thought problematic both f rom logical and 
theological points of view. Logical problems with the possibility of such a being are discussed 
e g .  in P. Grim, 'Some neglected problems of omniscience', American Philosophical Quarterly 
20, 1983, p p  265-276, K Simmons, 'On an argument against omniscience', Nods 27, 1993, pp. 
22-33 For discussion of theological problems concerning the concept see e.g J L Kvanvig, The 
Possibility of All-Knowing God (London: Macmillan, 1986), W Hasker, God, Time and 
Knowledge (Ithaca1 Cornell University Press, 1989). 
7Like Davidson, we d o  not mean anything philosophically controversial when talking of ' facts ' :  
in the present context, facts are just  the objects of knowledge, or what is known. 
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Without  wanting to pre judice  any significant philosophical issues,  w e  shall 
call the f i r s t  kind o f  f a c t  a 'hard '  fact,  and the second kind a ' s o f t '  fact.  Hard 
fac t s  are  facts  about the physical  environment and the physical  properties o f  
people;  s o f t  facts  are  fac t s  about meaning, bel ief  and other attitudes. T o  m a k e  
strict and literal sense  o f  the  idea o f  an omniscient interpreter, then, w e  should 
s a y  that the 0 1  i s  omniscient about  the hard fac t s  prior to interpretation, but  
can still gain k n o w l e d g e  o f  the other facts  b y  interpreting others. Interpreta-
t ion  i s  a mat ter  o f  ge t t ing  f r o m  k n o w l e d g e  o f  h a r d  fac t s  t o  k n o w l e d g e  o f  so f t  
fac ts .  

T h i s  p ic ture  i s  o f  a p i ece  wi th  D a v i d s o n ' s  accep tance  o f  Q u i n e ' s  doc t r ine  
o f  t h e  inde te rminacy  o f  t ranslat ion.8  F o r  Qu ine ,  t h e  h a r d  f ac t s  a r e  t h e  physical  
o r  behavioura l  f a c t s  wh ich  t h e  t ranslator  h a s  a t  h is  o r  he r  d isposal ,  and  uses  in 
o rde r  t o  ass ign m e a n i n g s  t o  ut terances.  D a v i d s o n  re jec ts  Q u i n e  s behaviour-
i sm,  b u t  h e  nonethe less  w o u l d  accep t  that e v e n  f o r  a n  0 1 ,  t he re  is n o t  a u n i q u e  
cor rec t  interpretat ion wh ich  f ixes ,  f r o m  the  k n o w l e d g e  o f  t h e  non-semant ic  
a n d  non-intent ional  f ac t s  a b o u t  t h e  subjec t  S ,  t h e  m e a n i n g  o f  S ' s  w o r d s  a n d  
t h e  conten ts  o f  S ' s  be l i e f s  a n d  o ther  att i tudes. T h a t  is, t he re  i s  n o  un ique  
cor rec t  m a p p i n g  o f  h a r d  f ac t s  a b o u t  S (and  S ' s  wor ld)  o n t o  t h e  s o f t  f ac t s  
a b o u t  wha t  S m e a n s  a n d  be l ieves .  

B u t  th i s  concep t ion  o f  h o w  interpretat ion and  omni sc i ence  a r e  supposed  t o  
b e  re la ted  is n o t  a s  unprob lemat ic  a s  it seems.  F o r  cons ider  wha t  should  w e  
s a y  a b o u t  t h e  O I ' s  o w n  be l ie fs .  T a k e  a n y  be l ie f ,  B ,  which  t h e  O I  has .  G iven  
t h e  a b o v e  dis t inct ion b e t w e e n  fac t s ,  w e  should  b e  ab l e  t o  ask:  is t h e  f ac t  tha t  
t h e  0 1  h a s  B a h a r d  f a c t  o r  a s o f t  f a c t ?  T h a t  is, i s  it a f ac t  t ha t  ano ther  0 1  (call 
i t  O I * )  would  k n o w  a b o u t  0 1  p r io r  t o  interpretat ion,  o r  i s  it a f ac t  tha t  0 1 *  
w o u l d  h a v e  t o  ob ta in  b y  m e a n s  o f  interpretat ion? T h i s  ques t ion  poses  a 
d i l e m m a  f o r  Dav id son .  

I f  t h e  f ac t  tha t  0 1  h a s  B i s  a h a r d  fact ,  then  the re  is m o r e  t o  hav ing  a bel ief  
t h a n  i s  revea led  b y  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  radical  interpretat ion:  f o r  wha teve r  it is tha t  
m a k e s  th i s  bel ief  t h e  be l ief  it i s  w o u l d  (ex hypothesi) b e  t h e r e  prior t o  radical  
interpretat ion.  B u t  th i s  i s  incompat ib le  wi th  D a v i d s o n ' s  w h o l e  theory  o f  
bel ief ,  h i s  ' in te rpre ta t ionism' . 9  F o r  Dav idson ,  the re  is n o  m o r e  t o  be l ieving  
some th ing  than  tha t  w h a t  c a n  b e  recovered  b y  t h e  p r o c e s s  o f  radical  
interpretat ion.  S o  D a v i d s o n  shou ld  t ake  t h e  second  opt ion:  t h e  f a c t  that  O I  h a s  
B is a s o f t  fac t ,  o n e  wh ich  i s  o n l y  avai lable  th rough  rad ica l  interpretat ion.  

8 See "Mental events' in Essays on Actions and Events (Oxford University Press, 1980) 
'For  the idea of interpretationism. see William Child, Causation, Interpretation and the Mind 
(Oxford Clarendon Press 1994). 
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This  option might  seem the obv ious  one  f o r  Davidson to take, and it might  
not b e  clear at f i rs t  sight w h y  there is  any  d i lemma f o r  Davidson at all here. In 
order to s e e  w h y  there is  a problem, w e  need to look m o r e  c losely  at w h a t  it i s  
to h a v e  a bel ief,  on  Davidson ' s  v i e w .  

Davidson accepts, a long with m a n y  philosophers,  that be l ie f s  are  (or in-
volve)  c o m p l e x  disposi t ions  t o  s p e a k  a n d  act .  Equa t i ng  t he  belief tha t  P wi th  
t h e  expl ici t  a s sen t  t o  o u r  u t te rance  o f  t h e  s en t ence  ' P '  is obv ious ly  inade-
quate ,  f o r  we l l -known  reasons . 1 0  S o m e o n e  c a n  be l i eve  tha t  t h e  m o o n  i s  r o u n d  
e v e n  w h e n  they  a r e  no t  assent ing  t o  t he  sen tence ,  ' T h e  m o o n  is r o u n d ' ,  a n d  
e v e n  actual  assen t  t o  t he  sen tence  wil l  no t  es tabl ish  bel ief  un less  o t h e r  
at t i tudes (e.g.  t h e  des i re  t o  say  w h a t  o n e  be l ieves)  a r e  i n  p lace .  S o  t h e  re la t ion  
b e t w e e n  bel ief  a n d  assen t  m u s t  b e  expressed  in t e r m s  o f  disposi t ions.  O t h e r  
act ions ,  in  addi t ion  t o  speech  acts ,  c a n  b e  l inked const i tut ively t o  be l ie fs ,  i n  
w a y s  tha t  a r e  n o w  famil iar  i n  t he  l i terature o n  bel ief .  F o r  instance,  w e  m i g h t  
say,  with Sta lnaker ,  that t o  be l ieve  that  t h e  m o o n  i s  r o u n d  is t o  b e  d i sposed  t o  
ac t  in  w a y s  tha t  w o u l d  sa t i s fy  o n e ' s  des i res  (wha teve r  they  are)  i n  a wor ld  i n  
wh ich  ' t he  m o o n  is r o u n d '  a n d  o n e ' s  o the r  be l i e f s  a r e  true.1 1 Such  d ispos i -
t ional  def in i t ions  o f  bel ief  a r e  no t  wi thout  the i r  p rob l ems ,  b u t  it g ives  u s  s o m e  
idea  o f  h o w  h a v i n g  a belief  i s  re la ted  t o  t he  sen tences  o n e  utters.  

T h e  idea  that  be l ie fs  a r e  disposi t ions  t o  ac t  is.  in  o n e  f o r m  o r  another ,  
c o m m o n  cur rency  a m o n g  m a n y  phi losophers ,  inc lud ing  t h o s e  funct ional is t s  
a n d  reduct ionis ts  w h o s e  approach  t o  t h e  m i n d  D a v i d s o n  w o u l d  re jec t .  S o ,  
obvious ly ,  t h e  m e r e  idea  tha t  be l i e f s  i nvo lve  s u c h  d ispos i t ions  is n o t  o n e  
wh ich  will  d is t inguish  D a v i d s o n ' s  v i ew  f r o m  o the r  v i ews  o f  bel iefs .  S o  w h a t  
m o r e  d o e s  D a v i d s o n  say  a b o u t  be l i e f?  I n  C T  a n d  e l sewhere ,  h e  a d o p t s  
ano ther  pr inc ip le  i n  g iv ing  a n  account  o f  t h e  con ten t s  o r  ob jec t s  o f  bel iefs :  
' t h e  ob jec t  o f  a be l ief  i s  i ts  c a u s e ' . 1 2  W h e n  look ing  a t  bel ievers  i n  o rde r  t o  
asc r ibe  t h e m  bel ie fs ,  t h e  radical  interpreter  m u s t  a l so  l ook  a t  wha t  c a u s e s  
t hose  bel iefs .  N o w  D a v i d s o n  s a y s  little b y  w a y  o f  d e f e n c e  o f  this  pr inciple ,  
a n d  h e  d o e s  n o t  r e s p o n d  t o  t h e  natural  ob j ec t ions  wh ich  ar ise  concern ing  f a l s e  
bel iefs ,  general  be l ie fs ,  be l ie fs  a b o u t  abs t rac t  ob j ec t s  a n d  non-exis tent  o b -
j ec t s .  H o w e v e r ,  o u r  conce rn  h e r e  i s  no t  t o  cr i t ic ise  th i s  pr inc ip le  o f  D a v i d -

10 See, e.g., Tim Crane, The Mechanical Mind (Harmondsworth- Penguin Books 1995) chapter 2 
11 See Robert Stalnaker, Inquiry (Cambridge, Mass. MIT  Press 1984), p. 15. 
12 See CT. Davidson does not  distinguish between the object of belief and its content However, it 
is standard practice in contemporary theories of mind to make such a distinction: the object of a 
belief that a is F is what the belief is about, namely a. The  content of the belief is what a sentence 
ascribing that belief expresses namely, that a is F. But it is not important for  our purposes to 
dwell on this distinction 
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s o n ' s ,  b u t  t o  d r a w  ou t  t h e  consequences  o f  accep t ing  it f o r  h i s  theory  o f  
interpretat ion and  bel ief .  

R e m e m b e r  tha t  w e  w e r e  d i scuss ing  t h e  s tatus  o f  t he  O I ' s  bel iefs .  W e  s a w  
tha t  D a v i d s o n  canno t  say,  cons is ten t  wi th  main ta in ing  h i s  in terpreta t ionism,  
that  t h e  O I ' s  be l i e f s  a r e  ha rd  fac ts .  S o  t he  O I ' s  be l i e f s  m u s t  b e  s o f t  fac ts .  B u t  
n o w  cons ider  a par t icular  case .  S u p p o s e  it is  a fac t  that  a par t icular  ca t  i s  o n  a 
par t icular  mat .  T h i s  i s  a non-semant ic ,  non-intent ional  f a c t — s o  in o u r  
p rev ious  t e rmino logy  it is  a h a r d  f ac t ,  a f a c t  k n o w a b l e  p r io r  t o  interpretat ion.  
S i n c e  it is  a ha rd  f ac t  t ha t  t h e  ca t  i s  o n  t h e  mat ,  t h e  0 1  k n o w s  it ,  s ince  t h e  0 1  
k n o w s  al l  ha rd  fac ts .  T h e r e f o r e  t h e  0 1  bel ieves  tha t  t h e  ca t  i s  o n  t h e  ma t .  N o w  
if D a v i d s o n ' s  causa l  pr inc ip le  is r ight ,  t he  ob j ec t  o f  t h e  b e l i e f — w h a t  t h e  
be l ief  i s  a b o u t — i s  its cause .  A s s u m i n g  (as  s e e m s  reasonable)  that  w h a t  i s  t r u e  
o f  o u r  be l i e f - fo rming  processes  i s  t r u e  o f  t h e  O I ' s .  t h e n  t h e  O I ' s  be l ief  tha t  
t h e  c a t  i s  o n  t h e  m a t  is caused  b y  t h e  (hard)  f ac t  tha t  t he  c a t  i s  o n  t h e  m a t .  

N o w  w e  in t roduce  a n  a s sumpt ion  a b o u t  causat ion,  w h i c h  w e  shal l  cal l  
' T h e  Causa l  A s s u m p t i o n ' .  T h e  Causa l  A s s u m p t i o n  is t h a t — h o w e v e r  prec i -
se ly  it shou ld  b e  ana lysed—causa t ion  is a de te rmina te  re la t ion.  O r ,  i n  t h e  
t e rmino logy  in t roduced above ,  t h e  f ac t  that  a c a u s e  C c a u s e s  a n  e f f e c t  E i s  a 
ha rd  fac t .  N o w  causal  relat ions c a n  hard ly  b e  de te rmina te  (o r  hard)  if thei r  
re la ta  a r e  no t  de te rmina te  (o r  hard) .  I f  it i s  de te rmina te  tha t  C causes  E ,  t h e n  
ne i ther  C no r  E themse lves  c a n  b e  indeterminate .  A relat ion ho ld ing  b e t w e e n  
re la ta  o n e  o r  m o r e  o f  which  a r e  inde te rmina te  c a n n o t  itself b e  de te rmina te .  

G i v e n  this  assumpt ion ,  it f o l l o w s  that  t h e  O I ' s  belief  tha t  t h e  ca t  i s  o n  t h e  
m a t  m u s t  itself b e  a h a r d  f ac t ,  wh i ch  is con t ra ry  t o  t h e  pos i t ion  w h i c h  w e  
at t r ibuted t o  D a v i d s o n  in t h e  last  b u t  o n e  paragraph .  A n d  th is  m a k e s  expl ic i t  
o u r  d i l e m m a  f o r  Dav idson :  h i s  in terpre ta t ionism fo rces  h i m  t o  say  tha t  t h e  
O I ' s  be l i e f s  a r e  s o f t  fac t s ,  whereas  h i s  pr inc ip le  that t h e  ob j ec t  o f  a be l ief  i s  
i ts c a u s e  ( together  with t h e  Causa l  Assumpt ion )  f o r c e s  h i m  t o  say  tha t  t h e  
O I ' s  be l i e f s  a r e  h a r d  facts .  A n d ,  a s  w e  s aw ,  t h e  dis t inct ion b e t w e e n  h a r d  f ac t s  
a n d  s o f t  f ac t s  i s  fo rced  u p o n  h i m  b y  h i s  accep tance  o f  Q u i n e ' s  thes is  o f  t h e  
Inde te rminacy  o f  Translat ion.  

A n d  w h a t  i s  t r u e  o f  t h e  O I ' s  be l i e f s  i s  t rue ,  mutatis mutandis, o f  ours .  I f  
t h e  na tu r e  o f  o u r  be l ie fs  is exhaus ted  b y  w h a t  interpretat ion reveals ,  t hen  t h e y  
m u s t  b e  so f t  fac ts .  B u t  if t h e  ob jec t s  o f  o u r  be l ie fs  a r e  the i r  causes ,  a n d  t h e  
Causa l  Assumpt ion  is t rue,  t h e n  t h e y  m u s t  b e  h a r d  facts .  A n d  i n  f ac t ,  w e  c a n  
d r a w  a s t ronger  conclus ion:  tha t  if a n y  be l i e f s  a r e  de te rmined  b y  h a r d  f ac t s  ( i n  
this  c a s e ,  causal  fac t s )  then  interpretat ion i s  inessential  t o  t h e  individuat ion o f  
be l iefs .  T h i s  is a conc lus ion  tha t  w o u l d  b e  we lcomed  b y  m a n y  physical is ts  

* 



CAUSATION, INTERPRETATION AND OMNISCIENCE 125 

and functionalists, but the conclusion would  b e  anathema to Davidson ' s  
theory o f  mind and meaning.  

It turns out, then, that contained within the notion o f  an omniscient inter-
preter  is a no t ion  which  threa tens  t o  unde rmine  D a v i d s o n ' s  concep t  o f  radical  
interpretat ion,  a n d  a t tendant  phi losophical  pro jec ts ,  s u c h  a s  h is  cohe rence  
theory  o f  t ruth a n d  knowledge .  Th i s ,  it s e e m s  t o  us ,  i s  t h e  under ly ing  tens ion  
within D a v i d s o n ' s  a rgument :  e i ther  it i s  f a l se  tha t  t h e  con ten t  o f  a bel ief  i s  i ts 
cause ,  o r  D a v i d s o n ' s  theory  o f  radical  interpretat ion canno t  b e  correct .  

A n t h o n y  Brueckne r  h a s  ra i sed  the  ques t ion  o f  w h e t h e r  t h e  0 1  w o u l d  h a v e  
t o  app ly  t h e  pr inc ip les  o f  radical  interpretat ion,  a n d  t he r e fo re  whe the r  it 
shou ld  real ly  b e  ca l led  a n  interpreter. 

One might think that an omniscient being would not need to interpret my 
sentences under the constraint of Davidsonian principles in order to know the 
meaning of my sentences and the contents of my beliefs. 

H o w e v e r ,  a s  B rueckne r  says ,  this is ru led  o u t  b y  D a v i d s o n ' s  v i e w  o f  
bel ief:  

But on Davidson's view of meaning and belief (which we will accept for the 
sake of the argument), my meanings and beliefs are just what would be  
attributed to me by  an interpreter guided by the constraining principles of 
radical interpretation.13 

N o w  this  is cer ta in ly  t h e  correc t  r e sponse  f o r  a Dav idson ian  t o  m a k e .  I n  fac t ,  
th is  r e sponse  adequa te ly  answer s  E . J .  C r a i g ' s  c r i t ic i sm o f  Dav idson . 1 4  C ra ig  
a rgues  that  e v e n  if w e  g ran ted  t h e  who le  o f  D a v i d s o n ' s  a rgumen t ,  scept ic i sm 
w o u l d  not  b e  r e fu t ed  b e c a u s e  w e  m a y  not  k n o w  w h a t  o u r  be l i e f s  are ,  e v e n  if 
w e  k n e w  tha t  they  w e r e  all t rue .  T h i s  b e g s  t h e  ques t ion  agains t  Dav idson ,  
s ince  it p resupposes  that  e v e n  if w e  h a d  appl ied  all t h e  pr inc ip les  o f  radical  
interpretat ion,  t he re  m i g h t  b e  a fu r the r  ques t ion  abou t  w h i c h  be l i e f s  w e  have .  
T h a t  is, there  m i g h t  b e  s o m e  fu r the r  individuat ing f a c t  a b o u t  be l i e f s  wh ich  is 
inaccess ible  t o  rad ica l  interpretat ion.  B u t  th i s  i s  i ncompa t ib l e  wi th  Dav id -
s o n ' s  v iew,  men t ioned  a b o v e  b y  Brueckner ,  that  all t ha t  t h e r e  i s  t o  bel ief  a n d  
m e a n i n g  is w h a t  c a n  b e  r ecovered  f r o m  radical  interpretat ion.  T h i s  v i e w  
migh t  no t  b e  t rue ,  b u t  its f a l sehood  canno t  b e  a s s u m e d  i n  a rgu ing  aga ins t  
Dav idson .  

13 'The omniscient interpreter rides again' Analysis 1991, p. 200. 
14 E. J Craig, 'Davidson and the sceptic, the thumbnail version' Analysis 1990. Craig's argument 
has been ably criticised by A C.  Genova, 'Craig on Davidson: the thumbnail refutation'  Analysis 
1991 
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N o w  this consideration o f  C r a i g ' s  argument i s  another w a y  o f  br inging to 
the sur face  the problematic relationship between D a v i d s o n ' s  interpretationism 
and his v i e w  that the  content o f  a bel ief  i s  its cause.  Craig  assumes  that it 
makes  sense  to s u p p o s e  that w e  might not k n o w  what  our be l ie f s  are, even  
af ter  the w h o l e  process  of  radical interpretation has  taken place, because  h e  
as sumes  that it m a k e s  sense  to assume that there can b e  more  to belief  than i s  
g iven  in radical interpretation. O n  the of f ic ia l  v i e w  o f  Davidson, this b e g s  the  
question. B u t  b y  a s s u m i n g  that the content o f  a bel ief  i s  its cause, Davidson 
balances o n  the brink o f  s a y i n g  that facts  about  b e l i e f s  are  f i x e d  b y  determi-
na t e  causa l  relat ions.  B u t  t h e n  fac t s  abou t  be l i e f s  m u s t  b e  de te rmina te  t o o — i n  
the sense  that they are  facts  which hold prior to a n y  poss ib le  radical inter-
pretat ion.  S o  con ta ined  wi th in  D a v i d s o n ' s  p ro jec t  in C T  is a n  idea  w h i c h  
threatens  h i s  cent ra l  thes is  that  the re  is n o  m o r e  t o  belief  a n d  m e a n i n g  t h a n  
c a n  b e  g iven  t o  a rad ica l  interpreter .  

H o w  should  D a v i d s o n  r e s p o n d ?  Shou ld  h e  r e j ec t  t h e  Causa l  Assumpt ion?  
T h i s  w o u l d  s e e m  unwise :  f o r  Dav idson  h imse l f  ho lds  tha t  causa t ion  is a 
re la t ion b e t w e e n  par t icular  events ,  a n d  that  sen tences  descr ib ing  causat ion  a r e  
pure ly  extensional . 1 5  N o w  be ing  extens ional  is o n e  w a y  o f  a re la t ion ' s  b e i n g  
determinate :  if a s en t ence  descr ib ing  a g iven  re la t ion is extensional ,  th i s  
m e a n s  tha t  t h e  subst i tu t ion o f  a n y  t rue  descr ip t ion  o f  t h e  relata  d o e s  n o t  a f f e c t  
t h e  t ru th-value  o f  t h e  sentence .  ( T h e  sen tence  m i g h t  n o t  h a v e  a t ruth-value,  
bu t  that  is a d i f f e r en t  mat ter . )  B u t  i n  a n y  case ,  it w o u l d  b e  dialect ical ly 
u n w i s e  t o  h o l d  o n t o  t h e  pr inc ip le  that  t h e  o b j e c t  o f  a belief  is i ts cause ,  a n d  t o  
r e j ec t  t h e  Causa l  Assumpt ion ,  s ince  t h e  latter i s  sure ly  m u c h  weaker  t h a n  t h e  
fo rmer .  

N o w  D a v i d s o n  c a n n o t  re jec t  t h e  thes is  tha t  t he re  i s  n o  m o r e  t o  bel ief  a n d  
m e a n i n g  than  w h a t  c a n  b e  p roduced  b y  radical  interpretat ion,  if h e  wants  t o  
k e e p  t h e  e s s e n c e  o f  h i s  un i f i ed  theory  o f  be l ief  a n d  mean ing .  N o r  c a n  h e  
r e j ec t  t h e  dis t inct ion b e t w e e n  t he  de te rmina te  phys ica l  f ac t s  a n d  t hose  f ac t s  
w h i c h  a r e  acqui red  b y  interpretat ion,  s ince  th i s  Q u i n e a n  dis t inct ion is central  
t o  h is  w h o l e  p ro jec t .  I t  s eems ,  then,  that  t h e  m o s t  p laus ib le  m o v e  f o r  Dav id -
son  i s  t o  r e j ec t  t h e  pr inc ip le  tha t  t h e  con ten t  o r  o b j e c t  o f  a bel ief  is its cause . 1 6  

15 See 'Causal relations' m Essays on Actions and Events. 
16Cf. P. Klein, 'Radical interpretation and global scepticism', in Truth and Interpretation, 
E LePore ( e d )  
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Whatever  its other merits or disadvantages,  this s e e m s  to b e  a clear, but  
unexpected, consequence o f  D a v i d s o n ' s  omniscient interpreter argument. 
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