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Ludwig Wittgenstein and Donald Davidson on the Second Person
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Abstract: The reception of Wittgenstein’s argument against Private Language is
plainly extensive in the contemporary analytical philosophy. Most of the
prominent philosophers in analytic tradition have conceded in one way or another
the publicity of language thesis, such as Paul Grice, W. V. Quine, David Lewis,
Hilary Putnam, Michael Dummett, Saul Kripke and Donald Davidson, though
they have had their own interpretation of Wittgenstein’s doctrines. According to
the standard reading of Wittgenstein, a private language is impossible because it
leads to a paradox: For a solitary speaker, whatever that seems right to her is right
and there is thereby no objective, or at least intersubjective, criterion on the basis
of which it can be determined whether the use the speaker makes of her words
accords with what she meant in the past. Any use she makes of her words is both
correct and incorrect at the same time. Thus the paradox. Davidson’s reading of
this argument is different. He is an externalist about meaning and mental content,
according to which the typical causes of a person’s verbal responses contribute
to the determination of the content of those responses. However, for a solitaire,
as Davidson argues, the cause of her responses would remain doubly
indeterminate. This means that the words she uses would have no meaning
whatsoever. Wittgenstein’s general solution was to bring in the notion of a
community of speakers, that is, that the speaker’s use of words can be assessed,
as correct or incorrect, only when the speaker can be treated as a member of a
speech community, the members of which agree in their responses to the world.
Others would then be able to judge if the speaker’s responses agree with theirs
and thus to treat them as correct. As Davidson interprets this solution, in order for
thoughts and language to emerge at all it is both necessary and sufficient that the
speaker can linguistically interact with at least another person, though she does
not need to mean the same thing by the same words as others do. This argument
is also called the “Triangulation Argument”. In this talk, I will explain this
argument and Davidson’s unique reading of Wittgenstein’s argument.




