David Papineau

Scenes from My Philosophical Development

My first university was in my home town, Durban, in the mid-1960s.  I was doing a mathematics degree but most of my friends were doing arts subjects.  Sartre and Marx were the thinkers of the moment and my friends would press their (mostly illegal) writings on me.  Ideologically I was entirely sympathetic, but intellectually they didn’t do much for me—too obscure, too difficult, too dogmatic.  In my final year I chanced on Ayer’s The Problem of Knowledge.  It wasn’t exactly relevant to apartheid South Africa, but I consumed it eagerly.  Through Ayer I was led to Russell’s logical atomism.  What appealed to me in both these authors was the sense of solving fundamental problems through careful logical analysis.  Of course, in retrospect we can see that their limpid style concealed many doubtful assumptions.  Yet you could always see exactly what they were claiming and how the argument was supposed to go.  I still think that this is the best way to do philosophy.






---

When I came to England to study philosophy, I naturally gravitated towards the philosophy of science.  In the 1960s this meant Karl Popper.  Oxford controlled the rest of philosophy, but the classically-trained dons—Ayer not excepted—were happy to cede the philosophy of science to the scientifically more expert Austrian émigré.  This was a great pity, for Popper was a wrong-headed intellectual bully.  He claimed to have a solution to the problem of induction, but in truth he was nothing but an inductive sceptic who hid his scepticism behind a smokescreen of misleading terminology.  I wrote my fist book under Popper’s influence.  I was supposed to be defending scientific rationality against Kuhn and Feyerabend, but I didn’t even try to show that scientific theories contain any truth, just that they can be falsified.

At the end of the 1970s I was working in Australia and I attended a series of three lectures by David Stove, later published as Popper and After: Four Modern Irrationalists.  The other irrationalists were Kuhn, Feyerabend and Lakatos, but it was Popper who really got up Stove’s nose.  Science has fully established many things, observed Stove, for instance that that air exerts pressure or that water is hydrogen and oxygen.  So it is stupid of Popper to say that all theories are conjectures that are fated to be falsified.
I enjoyed Stove’s lectures—he was very clear-headed and very funny—but I felt he must be missing something.  When I returned to England in the early 1980s Jeremy Butterfield was one of my colleagues.  He said ‘I read your book and thought it nicely done.  But I don’t see how on your view we are entitled to believe any scientific theories.’  The scales fell from my eyes.  I spent most of the next ten years figuring out how to be a real realist about science.  It doesn’t make me feel good about Popper. 





---

A big issue when I started doing philosophy was ‘incommensurability’.  The idea was that scientists with different theories will necessarily mean different things by their words, and so will be unable to communicate with each other.  Initially I bought the premise.  Given the prevalent ‘use’ theories of meaning, this seemed unavoidable.  Of course scientists’ theories determine the way they use words.  The challenge was to show how science can still be rational despite this barrier to communication. 

Kripke’s Naming and Necessity offered a different way of thinking about meaning.  The meaning of a term is fixed by its causal links to its external referent, not by the internal ideas we associate with the term.  On this externalist view there is no barrier to scientists with different theories sharing meanings, provided only that they are linked to the same items in the external world.
However, I still hankered for an internalist conception of meaning.  I thought we needed this to explain the way people think and reason.  People with different theories will reach different conclusions about the same situation.  To my mind, this argued that they must be attaching different meanings to their words.

I remember explaining this to Michael Devitt at a conference in Dubrovnik in the 1980s.  He pointed out that this was a terrible line of thought.  ‘Suppose people with different theories did mean the same things by their words’ he said.  ‘Wouldn’t their different beliefs still be quite enough to explain why they think and reason differently?’  It was an obvious point, but I needed someone to say it to me.  Since then I have become increasingly externalist, more so even than Michael.  I now of think of meaning entirely in terms of links to external items, and as nothing to do with our subjective ideas.

---

Throughout the 1980s I was in the Department of History and Philosophy of Science in Cambridge.  It was then a great centre for the philosophy of quantum mechanics.  Michael Redhead, Mary Hesse and Jeremy Butterfield were there, and a constant stream of visitors came to talk.  It wasn’t really my subject, but I came to appreciate the problems raised by quantum measurement and non-locality.  The solutions, however, were another matter.  Spontaneous collapses, hidden variables, mysterious observational biases.  Not only did these theories contradict other parts of physics, they were so ugly.  I couldn’t believe that nature was like that.  My more expert colleagues took these theories seriously, but I always felt that there must be a better answer somewhere.
I can remember a Master’s student coming to see me with an essay on the Everettian approach to quantum mechanics.  This was new to me.  On the Everettian view, any chancy situation gives rise to multiple branches of reality.  If the fate of Schrödinger’s cat depends on some quantum event, then reality will split into one branch with a live cat and another with a dead cat.  I wasn’t very sympathetic to the student.  I’m afraid I can’t even remember his name.  I made the obvious objections.  Why do we only see one reality, if there are so many?  How can a chancy outcome be unlikely, if it is fated to happen?  The student stuck to his guns, but I felt that the theory didn’t make any sense.
Then I read Michael Lockwood’s Mind, Brain and Quantum.  I became fully persuaded of the Everettian thesis.  Reality is quite different from the way it appears.  Yet the Everettian theory, when properly understood, can explain why reality conceals its nature from us.  Moreover, at a fundamental level it is quite free of the ugliness, aribtrariness and physical implausibility of the alternatives.  

This leaves us philosophical converts with plenty to do.  If Everett is right, many of our most fundamental ideas will have to be reworked.  We will need new ways of thinking about persons, rational decision, probability, persisting objects and many other things.
---

I’m inclined to draw a moral from these cases.  Switching to a new way of thinking isn’t a simple process.  If you already have a view, you will naturally resist the alternatives.  You need to be softened up first, to be forced to think about the new options.  Only then will you be ready to be converted.
I had another small example of this recently.  For some time I've been defending the thesis that conscious states are physical.  One of the best-known arguments against this is put forward by Kripke at the end of Naming and Necessity.  I've always gone along with the orthodox interpretation of Kripke as endorsing what is known in the trade as the 'two-dimensional argument' argument against physicalism.  But something niggled me about this.  The two-dimensional argument assumes that all mind-brain identities ought to be knowable a priori.  We physicalists simply deny this assumption.  Given other things Kripke says, it looks as if he ought to agree with us about this.  In my last book I went so far as to suggest that Kripke must have overlooked a pretty obvious point.


A couple of months ago, in a discussion group, I was rehearsing the standard phsyicalist reply to the two-dimensional argument, implying that it would deal with Kripke's argument too.  My colleague Keith Hossack interjected 'Well, your reply might show how mind-brain identities can appear false. But Kripke challenges you physicalists to explain how they can appear contingent, and that's a different argument.'  We needn't go into the technicalities.  The point is that I was already primed, and once more the scales fell from my eyes.  Kripke wasn't running the two-dimensional argument in the first place.  Now I'm writing a paper on the right way to read Kripke.
