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To what extent, if at all, is language involved in thinking? Do we think in
natural language? Or is language simply an input and output module for
central cognition? Peter Carruthers here makes a fresh and provocative
contribution to an ancient debate, and claims, in contrast to much
recent work in philosophy and cognitive science, that the independence
of thought from language is by no means clear-cut. He argues against
the communicative conception of language put forward by thinkers such
as Fodor and Pinker, and espouses the cognitive conception of language
proposed by, for example, Wittgenstein and Dennett; but he refuses to
take on board the Whorfian linguistic relativism so often seen as a
natural corollary of this position. Instead he argues persuasively for the
view that the cognitive conception of language can be deployed in com-
bination with a modularist and nativist view of language and mind. The
book defends a new theory of consciousness which is put to work in the
final chapter to argue for the necessary involvement of natural language
in human conscious thinking.

Language, thought and consciousness will be essential reading for all
those interested in the nature and significance of natural language,
whether they come from philosophy, psychology, or linguistics.
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Preface

This book began life as a series of lectures written for the third Sino-
British summer school of philosophy, on philosophy of mind and cogni-
tive science, held in Tianjin, China, between 27 July and 14 August 1992.
I am grateful to the Chairman of the British Committee of the summer
school, Dr Nicholas Bunnin, for extending me the invitation. This pro-
vided me with a valuable opportunity to develop, and commit to paper,
my ideas on the interrelationships between language, thought, and con-
sciousness. I am also grateful to our Chinese hosts from the Institute of
Philosophy, Chinese Academy of Social Sciences, for making the experi-
ence such a pleasant and intellectually fruitful one. I hope that, partly as a
result of my efforts, those who attended the summer school went away
fired with enthusiasm for philosophical studies of the nature of human
cognition.

Since then I have received help, of various sorts, from a great many
people. I should especially like to thank my students at the University
of Sheffield, both undergraduate and postgraduate, who have sub-
jected my ideas to relentless and penetrating criticism over a number of
years — mentioning particularly Chris Bowns, Gavin Boyce, Nick Creak,
Duncan Cromarty, Kate Distin, Keith Frankish, Gillian Hind, Maxine
Holdsworth, Tim Howe, James Kinch, Ewan McEachran, Stuart
McWilliam, Simon Tomlinson, MarkVale, and Clive Witcomb.

Thanks also go to the following individuals for their advice and/or com-
ments on earlier drafts: David Archard, Judith Ayling, Alan Baddeley,
David Bell, George Botterill, Jill Boucher, Jeremy Butterfield, David
Chalmers, Jim Edwards, Rosanna Keefe, Bob Kirk, Stephen Laurence,
Susan Levi, Bill Lyons, Stephen Makin, Adam Morton, Shaun Nichols,
David Owens, Josef Perner, Tom Pink, Gabriel Segal, Barry Smith, Neil
Smith, Peter Smith, Bob Stern, Julia Tanney, Ianthi-Maria Tsimpli, and
Rosemary Varley.

I also benefited from the comments of an anonymous referee for
Cambridge University Press, and from discussions with colleagues and stu-
dents at seminars in Manchester, MIT, Oxford, Sheffield, and Cambridge.
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xii Preface

What is philosophy? The main character and direction of my project are
described in some detail in the Introduction and the opening chapter, and
so do not need to be reiterated here. But I should like to say something
very briefly about the way in which I understand the nature and methods
of philosophy. Besides having some intrinsic interest, these remarks may
help to orient the reader with respect to the arguments that follow.

It is often commented that there are two very different species of phi-
losophy widely practised within the English-speaking world. (I ignore the
small minority who attempt to do philosophy in Continental mode - they
will not, in any case, be reading this.) One of these conceives of philoso-
phy as broadly continuous with science, takes the goal of philosophy to be
truth about a wide variety of subject-matters, and is prepared to make use
of a posteriori inferences to the best explanation in pursuit of this goal. In
contrast, the other species of philosophy sees itself as sharply distinct
from science, takes the distinctive goal of philosophy to be conceptual
truth, and insists that the methods of philosophy must be a priori concep-
tual analysis or argument. Let us label these the substantive and the analyt-
ical conceptions of philosophy respectively.

Substantive philosophy is more common in America, and appears to be
heavily indebted to Quine, particularly his (1951) denial of the analytic/
synthetic distinction. Analytical philosophy is more common in Britain,
stemming partly from the influence of Wittgenstein (1953), who believed
that the sole business of the philosopher is to gain a clear view of the inter-
relations amongst our concepts. It might then seem that the kernel of the
disagreement between the two conceptions concerns the legitimacy of a
category of analytic truth. For substantive philosophy, in denying that
there is any such category, must deny that there is any sharp distinction
between philosophical and scientific truth. Whereas analytical philo-
sophy, in accepting that category, can insist that the class of analytic
truths constitutes the proper domain of the philosopher as opposed to
the scientist. This way of viewing the disagreement between the two
conceptions is mistaken, however, as I shall now try to explain.

The crucial point is that there is nothing to force a philosopher who
accepts the existence of concepts and conceptual connections to believe
that philosophy should be concerned only with such connections.
Someone can accept the category of analytic truth, and so find a place for
a priori conceptual analysis and discovery within philosophy, while main-
taining that philosophers can also be concerned with substantive issues of
fact, and can legitimately employ a posteriori inferences to the best expla-
nation in attempting to resolve those issues. Indeed, I hold just such a
combination of views myself. As will be seen in Chapter 4, I believe that
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the reasons for rejecting the existence of concepts and conceptual truths
are not very powerful. But I also believe that philosophy can, and should,
be substantive.

I think we can distinguish between two distinct strands within analyti-
cal philosophy, corresponding to two distinct sources of motivation. For
what really pushes people towards a narrowly analytical conception of
philosophy, I believe, is not merely the acceptance of the analytic/
synthetic distinction, but either, or both, of the following: a certain kind of
paranoia about the extent of the domain of philosophy, and a foundation-
alist position in the theory of knowledge. Let me take each of these
sources of motivation in turn.

In the beginning, of course, philosophy was simply the pursuit of
knowledge, and no distinction was drawn berween philosophy and
science. But with the passage of time the various special sciences —
physics, chemistry, biology, and, now, psychology — grew up and became
independent of their parent, leaving the subject-matter remaining to phi-
losophy correspondingly diminished. This naturally gave rise to an
anxiety, in the minds of some, that the domain of philosophy might one
day shrink to zero, as science progressed still further. And it then seemed
imperative to define a subject-matter proper to philosophy that would be
forever safe from the encroachment of science. This was to be the domain
of analytic, as opposed to synthetic, truth.

But in fact this anxiety was misplaced. For it should have been plain
that there will always be substantive questions for philosophers to answer
that are not scientific ones. This must be so, if only because those ques-
tions are about science, such as whether science is successful in obtaining
real knowledge for us. Moreover there are, arguably, many domains of
belief which are not, and do not purport to be, scientific, but which
nevertheless give rise to philosophical problems. These include ethics,
aesthetics, common-sense physics, and many others. One such body of
beliefs, in my view, is that of common-sense beliefs about the mind (so
called folk-psychology), as will be seen in the chapters that follow. And it
should always have been obvious that the question of the relationship
between these beliefs and those of science cannot itself be a scientific

one.

The second reason why many have been tempted by a narrowly analyt-
ical conception of philosophy relates not so much to the latter’s distinctive
subject-matter, as to its methods. The line of thought goes something like
this. We begin with the idea that the business of philosophy is to obtain for
us genuine knowledge (or perhaps, on some conceptions of knowledge, to
obtain the knowledge that we have such knowledge; see my 1992a, ch. 5).
We then add to this a foundationalist conception of the architecture of



Xiv Preface

knowledge, according to which all knowledge must be grounded in beliefs
that are certainly true by means of principles of inference that are also
certain. And then it follows that only deduction can be legitirnate in
primary philosophy. If other methods of inference — including inference
to the best explanation — are to be employed at all, then they must first be
vindicated by means of deductive argument from premises that are cer-
tainly true.

But the mistake in this argument, in my view, lies in the foundationalist
premise. Rather, the best account of the architecture of our knowledge is
coherentist. According to this view, a belief comes to be justified by
forming part of an explanatory network of such beliefs, which collectively
provide the simplest, most coherent, explanation for the course of our
experience. From such a perspective, inference to the best explanation
can play just as fundamental a role in the construction of appropriately
coherent sets of belief as does deduction. There is then no reason why
philosophers should not, at least tentatively, avail themselves of such
modes of inference in advance of attempting to vindicate them. Indeed,
there is some reason to think, contrariwise, that even deduction must rely,
tacitly, upon an inference to the best explanation - if only on an inference
from the fact that an argument seems valid to us to the conclusion that it s
so — in which case there is no philosophy which can be done without
employing explanatory inferences.

In the chapters that follow, then, I shall be concerned with questions
that are substantive as well as with those that are more narrowly analytic.
Indeed, many of these questions might equally be raised, from a some-
what different perspective, by scientific psychologists. There is a good
reason for this. For it is particularly common in periods of scientific revo-
lution (in Kuhn’s sense; see his 1962) that scientists should need to con-
sider the sorts of larger ‘framework’ questions distinctively raised by
philosophers. (For example, Einstein engaged in extensive reflection on
the nature of space and time, in the period when he was developing the
theory of relativity, which might have seemed familiar to Locke, or to
Leibniz, or to Kant.)

Arguably, psychology is in just such a state of revolution and self-
analysis. For the basic nature and direction of psychological inquiry are
currently topics of intense psychological debate; and one of the strands
in this debate is — or should be — the role to be accorded to natural lan-
guage in our best model of human cognition. Moreover, since the resolu-
tion of this latter issue is currently empirically undetermined (as I shall
argue in Chapter 2), it is crucial to stake out and explore the implications
of the different frameworks within which more detailed investigations
may take place. That is what I have tried to do in this book, in connection
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with the presently unfashionable hypothesis that much of human
thought is conducted in natural language. So my hope is that the ideas
defended here will be of interest to psychologists and other cognitive
scientists, just as much as to philosophers. But this must be for them to
judge.






Introduction

The topic of this book is the subject of an ancient debate ~ whether
thought is independent of language, or whether our thinking, on the con-
trary, necessarily requires or involves natural language. I shall be arguing
for a version of the latter thesis. My view is that much of human conscious
thinking is, necessarily (given the way in which human cognition is struc-
tured), conducted in the medium of natural-language sentences.

1 do not make any claim to demonstrate the truth of this view beyond
all reasonable doubt. For the arguments that I provide in its support are
broadly empirical ones, involving inferences to the best explanation of a
range of phenomena. They are therefore vulnerable to counter-attack
from those who can provide further recalcitrant data, and may reasonably
be rejected by anyone who can provide a better explanation of the phe-
nomena in question. I do hope to show, however, that the case for the
independence of thought from language is by no means as clear-cut as
many philosophers and cognitive scientists have assumed. And I there-
fore hope to provide encouragement for further work to be conducted in
the alternative, language-involving, paradigm. Roughly speaking, the
overall message of the book has the form, ‘Hey! Let’s have a look over
here! There’s a view which hasn’t been taken as seriously as it should be
lately.’

One question at issue in this debate is our understanding of the nature
and function of natural language. If thought is independent of such lan-
guage, then language itself becomes only a medium for the communica-
tion of thoughts. I shall refer to this theory of the role and significance of
natural language as the communicative conception of language. According
to the communicative conception, the function and purpose of natural
language is to facilitate communication and nor (except indirectly, by
enabling the acquisition of new beliefs) to facilitate thinking. Language
thus functions wholly in the public - interpersonal — domain, rather than
in the domain of individual cognition. Language will still have to be repre-
sented and processed within the cognition of each individual, of course.
But such processing will exist only to support the public functions of

I
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language — namely, the exchange of information and the interpersonal
co-ordination of action — rather than having a direct executive role in the
thinking and practical reasoning of the individual subject.

The communicative conception of language has been widely endorsed
in the history of philosophy, by figures such as John Locke (1690),
Bertrand Russell (1921), Paul Grice (1957 and 1969) and David Lewis
(1969). It is also the standard model for those now working in cognitive
science, who view language as an isolable, and largely isolated, module of
the mind, which is both innately structured and specialised for the inter-
pretation and construction of natural-language sentences. See, for
example, Jerry Fodor (1978, 1983, and 1987), Noam Chomsky (1988),
Willem Levelt (1989), and Steven Pinker (1994).

If, on the other hand, natural language is constitutively involved in our
conscious thinkings (as I shall argue), then language is itself the primary
medium of such thought, and much such thinking is essentially linguistic.
I shall refer to this as the cognitive conceprion of language, since it accords a
central place to natural language within our cognition. On this account
we often think i language, and the trains of reasoning which lead up to
many of our decisions and actions will consist in sequences of natural-
language sentences. Language thus has an inzra-personal cognitive func-
tion, as well as having its obvious interpersonal uses. Here the picture of
communication through language is quite different. When a speaker
utters a sentence, on this view, their utterance expresses a thought by con-
stizuting it, not by encoding or signalling it. A hearer who is a competent
user of the same language will then understand that utterance in virtue of
it constitutively expressing, for them, the very same (or a sufficiently
similar) thought.

The cognitive conception of language has been endorsed by such dis-
parate figures as Ludwig Wittgenstein (1921 and 1953), Lev Vygotsky
(1934), Benjamin Lee Whorf (1956), Daniel Dennett (1991), and also
sometimes Noam Chomsky (1976 — at least, that is how I interpret
Chapter 2 of that work; but Chomsky has since disavowed any such view
in personal correspondence). Most often (but not in Chomsky’s case) it
has been associated with a radical empiricism about the mind, according
to which many human concepts and ways of thinking, and indeed much
of the very structure of the human mind itself, are acquired by the young
child from adults when the child learns its native language — these con-
cepts and structures differing widely depending upon the structure and
conceptual resources of the natural language in question. This mind-
structuring and social-relativist view of language is still dominant in the
social sciences, following the writings early in this century of the amateur
linguist Benjamin Lee Whorf (many of whose papers have been collected
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together in his 1956) — indeed, Steven Pinker (1994) refers to it disparag-
ingly as ‘the Standard Social Science Model’.

My own diagnosis of what has happened in the cognitive sciences in
recent decades is this. Researchers have become increasingly convinced,
by neuropsychological and other evidence, that the mind is more or less
modular in structure, built up out of isolable, and largely isolated, compo-
nents (see Fodor, 1983, Sachs, 1985, and Shallice, 1988). They have also
become convinced that the structure and contents of the mind are sub-
stantially innate (see Fodor, 1981 and 1983, and Carey, 1985), and that
language is one such isolable and largely innate module (see Fodor, 1983,
and Chomsky, 1988). There has then been, amongst cognitive scientists, a
near-universal reaction against the cognitive conception of language, by
running it together with the Whorfian hypothesis. Most researchers have
assumed, without argument, that if they were to accept any form of cogni-
tive conception of language, then that would commit them to Whorfian
linguistic relativism and radical empiricism, and would hence be incon-
sistent with their well-founded beliefs in modularity and nativism (see
Pinker, 1994).

It is important to see, however, that someone endorsing the cognitive
conception of language does not Aawe to regard language and the mind as
cultural constructs, either socially determined or culturally relative. In
fact, the cognitive conception of language can equally well be deployed
along with a modularist and nativist view of language and mind — or so, at
least, it will be one of the main burdens of this book to argue. A large part
of my task is to show that there is a position intermediate between the
communicative conception of language on the one hand, and Whorfian
relativism (the Standard Social Science Model) on the other, which
deserves the attention of philosophers and cognitive scientists alike. I
hope to show that there is a real possibility here which should be investi-
gated further — one which is nativist as opposed to empiricist about lan-
guage and much of the structure of the mind, but which nevertheless
holds that language is constitutively employed in many of our conscious
thoughts. More than this, of course, I hope to convince the reader that
this combination of views is not only possible, but plausible.

In fact the issues before us are ones which have profound methodologi-
cal implications for both philosophy and psychology, as we shall see in
more detail in section 1.2 below. If thought is independent of language,
then the philosophy of language has no right to claim the sort of founda-
tional position within philosophy as a whole which it has been accorded
through much of the twentieth century. On the contrary, it should be the
philosophy of mind — more narrowly, the philosophy of thought — which is
more basic. It will also follow that the study of the cognitive mechanisms
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involved in the acquisition and use of natural language should be
accorded no more central position within psychology than the study of
any other mental faculty, such as vision or memory. If thought requires or
involves natural language, on the other hand, then many philosophical
questions will be expressed most appropriately in linguistic mode, and it
will follow that psychologists engaged in the study of natural language are
examining one of the basic mechanisms of human cognition. It should
hardly need saying, therefore, that our main question is an important one.

Much of this book has the form of an extended debate with Jerry Fodor.
While I share many of my premises with him, as will be seen from the latter
half of Chapter 1, I disagree in my conclusions, particularly in relation to
the role of natural language in cognition. Fodor’s view is that language is
but an input and output module to central cognition (though perhaps
drawing on a centrally stored lexicon and database), not implicated in the
central processes of thinking and reasoning themselves (see his 1978 and
1983). These latter processes are held to involve sentence-like structures,
to be sure, but these are not sentences of any natural language, but rather of
an innate, universal, symbolic system, which Fodor calls ‘Mentalese’. 1
shall begin to discuss Fodor’s arguments for this view in the later sections
of Chapter 2. Their further elaboration and critique is then distributed over
many of the remaining chapters. I shall be arguing that the case for the
communicative conception of language is not proven, and that one can
share Fodor’s nativism while endorsing the cognitive conception instead.

Plainly, the issues before us are ones that must straddle both the philos-
ophy of mind and the philosophy of language. For one part of what is in
question is the best account that can be given of the nature of thought,
another being the best account that can be given of the character and
semantics of natural language. If some version of the communicative con-
ception of language is correct, then it must be possible to provide a
semantics for the expressions of natural language in terms of prior
notions of thought and intention. It must also be possible to provide a
semantics for thought, in turn, without reintroducing natural language
into the story. These possibilities will be considered in Chapter 3, where
difficulties will be discovered for each.

If, on the other hand, any version of the cognitive conception of lan-
guage is to be defensible, then it must either be possible to provide a
semantics for language without presupposing thought, or it must at least
be possible to provide a semantics for language which would leave lan-
guage and thought on a par, without either being prior to the other. This
will be investigated in Chapter 4, where two distinct options will be can-
vassed. I should emphasise that my main aim in these two chapters is not
to establish any definite conclusions, but only to argue that options are
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left open. Their purpose is to show that no conclusive case has yet been
made out, in the domain of semantic theory, for the independence of
thought from language.

Almost the whole of the second half of this book is concerned, in one
way or another, with the nature of consciousness. This may seem surpris-
ing in a book about the relations between language and thought, and
requires some elucidation. In fact one of the main messages of the book is
that questions to do with the interrelations of language and thought are,
somewhat unexpectedly, closely interwoven with questions about the
nature of human consciousness. Part of the explanation of the connection
is that, for reasons which will begin to emerge in Chapter 1, my thesis is
especially that it is our conscious thoughts which involve natural language,
rather than that they all do. If any such thesis is to be made out, then
enough has to be said about the nature of consciousness to make it seem
plausible. But in the current climate, in order to say enough about con-
sciousness one has to say quite a lot.

Chapters 5 through 7 are devoted to arguing for a particular version of
higher-order thought theory, which I call ‘the reflexive thinking theory’ of
consciousness, contrasting it with relevant alternatives. (Higher-order
thoughts are thoughts which are abour other mental states. For example,
the thought that I have just been thinking about Avignon is a higher-order
one.) This theory is then put to work, in Chapter 8, in the form of a pro-
posed architecture for human cognition which links together conscious
thinking with the deployment of natural-language sentences. The reflex-
ive thinking theory also has, as one of its more surprising and controver-
sial consequences, that the thoughts and experiences of most non-human
animals and (probably) of human infants are non-conscious ones. But
this is no mere accidental spin-off from the theory. On the contrary, itis a
crucial component of the argument against Fodor, as will begin to emerge
in the opening chapter.

Another reason for the extensive discussion of consciousness in the
latter half of this book, is that the case for saying that conscious thinking
involves natural language is partly grounded in introspection, as I explain
in the early sections of Chapter 2. This introspective data will need to be
explained, or explained away, by anyone who wishes to insist that all
thinking takes place in Mentalese. To assess the prospects for providing
such an explanation, some plausible candidates for the nature of intro-
spective knowledge have to be laid on the table, as I do in Chapters 6 and
7. In fact, I shall go on to argue in Chapter 8 that it is a deep pre-
supposition of our belief that we do sometimes entertain (propositional,
as opposed to imagistic) thoughts which are conscious, that natural-
language sentences are constitutive of those thoughts.
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The minimal (because a-modal) thesis that I want to defend in Chapter
8, relates only to some token thoughts of ours (that is, to thoughts as par-
ticular occurrences, or mental events, such as me thinking to myself right
now that grass is green), rather than to any of our thoughts considered as
types (such as the thought thar grass is green, which may be entertained on
many different occasions, and by different people). The thesis is, that
many human thought-tokens (specifically, those conscious human
thoughts which are, in fact, tokened in the form of inner speech) are con-
stituted by natural-language sentences. So there are at least some token
thoughts of ours (specifically, conscious verbalised thoughts) which do, as
a matter of fact, constitutively involve natural language. This is already
enough to vindicate the cognitive conception of language, and to falsify
the communicative conception.

Building on this, the stronger thesis to be defended in Chapter 8 is that
there are some thought-types of ours (specifically, those thought-types
tokens of which are, as a matter of fact, constituted by language in inner
speech) which can only be tokened consciously, in us, in language. (This is
the thesis I shall call ‘NN_’ — a weak form of natural necessity thesis,
establishing a modal version of the cognitive conception of language.)
According to this thesis, many thought-types are such that their conscious
tokenings in us are mecessarily language-involving, even if thoughts of
those types can also be tokened non-consciously without language. So
human beings who lacked a language would be incapable of thinking
thoughts of these types consciously.

The strongest thesis I will defend in Chapter 8, is then that many
(though perhaps not all) of these conscious verbalised thoughts belong to
types which can only be entertained ar all, by us, (whether consciously or
non-consciously) in virtue of their expression in language. So there are
some thought-types which, for us at least, constitutively involve natural
language. (This is the thesis I shall call ‘NN_’ - a strong form of natural
necessity thesis, establishing a version of the cognitive conception of
language which is modal in relation to certain thought-types.) On this
view, then, there would be many thought-types which could not be enter-
tained az all by human beings who lacked a natural language.

In fact this last thesis will be left crucially vague, since I shall make little
attempt to specify exactly which kinds of thought-types constitutively
involve natural language, and which do not. Such vagueness is unavoid-
able, however, since I have neither the space nor the expertise to review
and gather the vast extent of empirical data necessary to make it more
precise. This would include a range of developmental evidence relating to
the acquisition of language and the increasing sophistication of children’s
thought, including the evidence from a variety of language-related
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developmental disorders such as Williams’ syndrome and autism. It
would also include the evidence of thought of various kinds in the case of
people who are profoundly deaf, but have not yet learned to sign properly.
And, of course, there is also the evidence from cases of global aphasia fol-
lowing brain damage, relating to the kinds of thought which may still be
possible for those who have lost their capacity to use and to understand
language.

Note that a vague conclusion can still be an interesting one, however. If
I tell you that the British prime minister will resign sometime next year,
for example, then this is certainly vague in relation to the precise date on
which a letter of resignation will be handed to the monarch; but it may
still be well worth knowing. And often a vaguely formulated item of
knowledge can be a crucial step in the search for a precise solution to a
problem. It would be highly relevant to the police engaged in a murder-
hunt to learn that the murderer resides in a particular town, or a particu-
lar street, for example. Similarly, then, in respect of thesis NN_: if I am
right, then cognitive scientists should now begin investigating a particular
— vaguely circumscribed — region of logical space, hitherto largely
ignored.

Although I am constitutionally inclined towards megalomania, I have
tried to resist the impulse to announce that I have solved all of the out-
standing problems of cognitive science in the space of just one book. In
fact, all that I can really claim to have done is to have provided some non-
conclusive reasons for taking seriously a particular, vaguely formulated,
view of the relations that obtain between natural language, human
thought, and human consciousness. But that, surely, is enough.






1 The geography of the issues

In this first chapter I shall outline the nature of my project, discuss its
potential significance for both philosophy and psychology, and set out
my background assumptions. Some of these assumptions I shall briefly
defend, others I shall merely explain.

LI Conceptual versus natural modality

As philosophers so often do, I shall begin by making some distinctions.
These are necessary to distinguish the project of this book from others
which might travel under the same name. For if it is claimed that there
can, or cannot, be thought without language, then much may depend
upon the way in which the terms ‘can’ and ‘cannot’ are interpreted here.
In fact, three distinct versions of independence and involvement thesis
can be distinguished, corresponding to the distinctions philosophers have
drawn between three different kinds of modality.

In the first place, a statement can be conceptually necessary, which
means that it is true in virtue only of relations amongst the concepts
involved in it. An example might be, ‘Anything red is coloured.” A state-
ment is conceptually necessary if its content cannot be conceived to be
false without altering that content — it is a truth about all possibie worlds
in virtue only of what we mean by the terms involved. Taken in this con-
ceptual sense, then, the claim that thought necessarily involves language
can be true only if the concepr of language is implicated in the concept of
thought.

In the second place, as Saul Kripke (1980) has taught us, there are
truths which are necessary, in the sense of being true about all possible
worlds, without depending only on relations amongst our concepts. Such
truths, which are logically necessary without being conceptually so, are
said to be metaphysically necessary. The primary examples are true iden-
tity statements, such as, ‘Ruth Rendell (the detective writer) is Barbara
Vine (the author of psychological thrillers)’, or true statements of the
constitution of a natural kind, such as, “Water is H,0.”These express truths

9
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about all possible worlds, since there is no world in which Ruth Rendell
fails to be Barbara Vine, or in which Rendell dies but Vine does not, or in
which water — that very substance which we presently drink — has some
other chemical constitution, and so on. But these necessary truths cannot
be discovered to be so by thought alone, nor do they merely reflect
connections amongst our concepts. Rather, they are necessary in virtue of
the intentions with which we use the terms involved (for example, to refer
to the real internal constitution of the substance in our rivers and oceans
whatever it may be) together with the facts (for example, that water is com-
posed of H,0).

Finally, a statement can be naturally necessary, which means that it
expresses a condition holding in virtue of the laws of nature. An example
might be, ‘All massive bodies attract.’ This statement expresses a truth
about all possible worlds in which the laws of nature obtain as they are. It
is important to see, however, that true statements of natural modality are
often premised upon some of the presumed actual initial conditions of the
relevant law. That is to say, such statements are often confined to worlds in
which the contingent initial conditions of some restricted sub-set of the
laws of nature obtain.

Consider, for example, the statement, ‘Bodies on earth must fall with
an acceleration of 32 feet per second per second.’ This restricted version
of the law of gravity only obtains in virtue of the given mass of the earth,
which could have been other than it is. The statement is a genuinely
modal one for all that. It tells us what Aas to be the case given that the laws
of nature are as they are, and also given some contingent fact embraced by
those laws, in virtue of the obtaining of which a particular stable sub-
system of laws holds. The claim to be defended in Chapter 8 — namely,
that human conscious thinking necessarily involves natural language — is
similar, in that it only obtains in virtue of the given architecture of human
cognition, which could have evolved in ways other than it did.

In accordance with these distinctions, either one of thought or language
might be said to be conceptually, or metaphysically, or naturally independent
of, or involved in, the other, Most of the discussions amongst philosophers
have related to an alleged conceptual independence or involvement. Thus,
defenders of the independence of thought from language have generally
claimed that it is possible to conceive of a creature with thoughts but no
language, and that it is possible to state the identity conditions for thoughts
without mention of language. Defenders of the involvement of language in
thought have generally claimed, contrariwise, that it is inconceivable that
languageless creatures should entertain thoughts, in the fullest sense, and
that the very notion of ‘thought’ needs to be explained by recourse to con-
cepts embedded in discourse about natural language.
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In contrast with this tradition, I shall concentrate on the questions of
natural independence and involvement in this book, for reasons which I
shall shortly explain. I propose to argue, in fact, that it is naturally neces-
sary that much of human conscious thinking should involve natural lan-
guage. While this conclusion is weaker than more standard conceptual
involvement claims, it has much the same significance for philosophical
and psychological practice, as I shall argue in the next section. Then, in
sections 1.3, 1.4, and 1.5, I shall argue against any conceptually necessary
involvement of language in thought.

If we suppose, as I shall argue briefly in section 1.3, that some thoughts
are actually independent of language (specifically, the thoughts of
animals and infants), then it cannot be necessary (either conceptually,
metaphysically, or naturally) that all thought should require or involve
natural language. But it will remain open that some thoughts should nec-
essarily involve such language. And if, as I shall argue briefly in section
1.4, all thoughts are conceptually independent of language, then it cannot
be conceprually necessary that any thought should involve natural lan-
guage. But it would remain open that it may be either naturally or meta-
physically necessary that some thoughts should involve such language.

In particular, it would remain open that it may be naturally or meta-
physically necessary that conscious thoughts should require or involve
public language. So if we were prepared to endorse an account of
consciousness which entails that neither the thoughts of animals nor
infants are conscious ones, then we would be free to claim that, of natural
or metaphysical necessity, all conscious thinking involves language — or,
perhaps weaker again, that all Auman conscious thought involves lan-
guage.

A thesis of natural necessity of just this kind would be established if it
could be shown that the status of a thought as conscious somehow
requires that the thinker be a language-user (this would give us a require-
ment-thesis), or if it could be shown that the given underlying architec-
ture of human consciousness somehow requires thoughts to be
linguistically expressed if they are to be conscious (this would give us an
involvement-thesis; see section 1.3 below for more on the distinction
between requirement and tnvolvement). 1 shall set out arguments for the
latter position in the final chapter of this book. Here I shall briefly discuss
what more might be needed to establish a thesis of metaphysical neces-
sity. Then in the next section I shall address the question of the signifi-
cance of either form of thesis, if it could be established.

Metaphysical necessities, in general, result from true identities
expressed by terms which are rigid designators — that is, terms which des-
ignate the same items in all possible worlds in which they exist. Thus,
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‘Ruth Rendell is Barbara Vine’ is metaphysically necessary because we
use the names ‘Ruth Rendell’ and ‘Barbara Vine’ with the intention of
referring to the person who is their actual referent in all hypothetical and
counterfactual circumstances. Then, since Ruth Rendell s, actually,
BarbaraVine, any world which lacks Ruth Rendell must also lack Barbara
Vine, and vice versa. Similarly, ‘Water is H,0’ is metaphysically necessary
because (and only because) we use the term ‘water’ with the intention of
designating a particular natural kind — that is, because we use it with the
intention of referring, rigidly, to the actual internal constitution of most
of the stuff in our lakes and rivers, whatever it may turn out to be.

It follows, then, that if we are to show that it is metaphysically necessary
that human conscious thinking involves language, it is not enough merely
to claim that linguistic thinking is what conscious thinking s, for us, given
the way in which our cognition is structured. We can only turn this
conclusion into a statement of metaphysical necessity if we can show that
we use the phrase ‘human conscious thinking’ with the intention of desig-
nating a natural kind — that is, with the intention of designating the inner
functional structure of our conscious thinking, whatever it may turn out
to be. For then (and only then) the statement that human conscious
thinking involves natural language may turn out to be precisely analogous
to the statement that water is H,0 — both may be metaphysically necessary
in virtue of the inner structure of the kinds in question.

In fact, I doubt very much whether we do use the phrase ‘human con-
scious thinking’ with the intention of designating a natural kind. Although
T am arealist about the mental, and hence believe that a good many of our
folk-psychological words and phrases succeed in designating what are, in
fact, natural kinds, I do not think they are used with that intention. Folk-
psychology is not intended as scientific theory, even though it may actually
be one, or forms an adequate basis for one. For it is not constructed by
means of an inference to the best explanation, as scientific theories
characteristically are, but is rather, in my view, innate, forming one of the
given, and basic, components of human cognition. (See my 1992a, ch. 8,
and section 1.7 below.)

All the same, there is nothing to stop someone turning the phrase
‘human conscious thinking’ into a natural kind term by fiat, simply by
deciding to govern their use of the phrase by an intention to designate the
real internal structure of the activity, whatever it may turn out to be. And
so, for them, if it is naturally necessary that human conscious thinking
involves language then it will also be metaphysically necessary. In general,
wherever there are natural necessities to be found, there are also potential
metaphysical necessities waiting in the wings. But it remains to be seen
whether anything of any deep significance turns on this. Although claims
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of metaphysical necessity are stronger than claims of natural necessity, it
may be that nothing much of extra philosophical or psychological signifi-
cance will follow from the claim that it is metaphysically necessary that
conscious thought involves language, which does not already follow from
the parallel claim of natural necessity. To these questions I shall now turn.

1.2 Implications for philosophy and psychology

Supposing it were to turn out to be naturally necessary (and only natu-
rally necessary) that human conscious thought involves language, what
would be the significance of this fact? Part of the answer is immediately
apparent: it would have profound effects on both theory and practice
within contemporary cognitive psychology. For it is not just philosophers
who are interested in the nature of the connections between language and
thought. Indeed, one can distinguish between two broad research-pro-
grammes that are current within scientific psychology. One of these,
whose most articulate spokesman is Jerry Fodor, regards language as
nothing more than an input- and output-module for central cognition
(albeit one that is of vital importance, and one which may have access to a
centrally stored lexicon and database). On this view, the scientific study of
language, like the study of vision, is an investigation into the structure of
one of the peripheral modules of the mind, not an investigation into the
nature of thought itself,

The alternative programme (much underrepresented in the cognitive
sciences at present, but drawing its inspiration from some of the writings
of Noam Chomsky) regards language as crucially implicated in the
central functions of the mind, constituting one of the basic media in
which our thoughts are formulated and expressed. On this view, it would
be a gross exaggeration, but not radically mistaken, to say that the study of
language s the study of the mind. Admittedly, Chomsky, too, believes that
there is a distinct and innately structured language module, but the
notion of modularity involved here is quite different from Fodor’s (see
Segal, 1996). Chomsky believes that there is an organised and largely
innate body of knowledge which underlies our linguistic competence. But
he has also sometimes subscribed to what I have called the cognitive
conception of language (see his 1976 ch. 2), believing that natural lan-
guage is used for thinking as well as for communicating. It is plain that the
thesis of natural necessity sketched above would, if established, amount to
a decisive vindication of this Chomskian position.

It may be granted as obvious that a thesis of natural necessity would
have significance for empirical science. But what of its philosophical
importance? Is there anything to be gained for philosophy if such a thesis
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could be established? These questions embody an assumption which I do
not share — namely, that philosophy is an exclusively a priori and concep-
tual discipline. As I indicated in the Preface, I believe that philosophy can,
and should, deal with issues which are substantive, and that there are
many questions on which philosophers and scientists can seek a common
understanding, albeit approached from different starting-points using
somewhat different methodologies.

So I think that the question whether our cognition is so structured that
we have to use language as our vehicle for thought is one which is of
philosophical interest in its own right. Moreover, it is in fact not even clear
that a thesis of natural necessity cannot have significance for more nar-
rowly conceptual aspects of philosophy — indeed, perhaps much the same
significance that a claim of the conceptually necessary involvement of lan-
guage in thought would have had. But in order to see this we need to set
out, first, what that significance was supposed to have been.

As I have already indicated (and will argue briefly in sections 1.4 and
1.5 below), I doubt whether it is conceptually necessary that thought
should involve language. But if it had been so, then this would have justi-
fied the sort of foundational position which has been accorded to the phi-
losophy of language throughout much of the twentieth century — the
so-called ‘linguistic turn’ taken by analytic philosophy. On this view,
exemplified, in particular, in the work of Michael Dummett (see his 1973
and 1991), many traditional philosophical questions concerning the
nature of thought, the extent of knowledge, or the nature of truth and
reality are best recast as semantic questions in the philosophy of language,
and analyses of problematic concepts can proceed through an account of
their linguistic expression.

Now, there are important distinctions which need to be drawn here. It
is surely correct that if it had been conceptually necessary that all thought
(or all conscious and sophisticated thought) involved language, then an
account of the concept of thought itself could have focused on its linguis-
tic expression, and similarly accounts of the component concepts
involved in our thoughts, too, could have proceeded via an analysis of
their mode of public expression. But what of the more radical claim,
made by Dummett, that the philosophy of language would also have been
shown to be prior to metaphysics and the theory of knowledge? This
conclusion would have required a good deal of additional argument — and
it is doubtful, in fact, whether it was ever really warranted. On the con-
trary, it is arguable that Dummett’s case for his preferred style of anti-
realist semantics for natural language itself makes epistemological
assumptions (see Grayling, 1992). Moreover, most of those who have
taken the ‘linguistic turn’ have not, in fact, endorsed anything so strong.
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So the points to concentrate on, for our purposes, are the analysis of the
notion of thought, and the analysis of particular philosophically problem-
atic concepts.

Once it is granted that thought is conceptually independent of lan-
guage, then it can no longer be guaranteed that an analysis of the concept
of thought via an analysis of language will prove fruitful. Rather, that
analysis will probably have to be direct, in terms that do not mention or
presuppose natural language — for example, in terms of distinctive func-
tional role (see Block, 1986, and section 4.7 below), or in terms of canon-
ical acceptance conditions (see Peacocke, 1986 and 1992, and section 4.8
below). This conclusion would remain unaffected, moreover, by any
demonstration that language is, of natural necessity, implicated in our
thoughts. But the same is nor the case with respect to the analysis of partic-
ular concepts.

Consider, for example, the class of moral concepts, such as virtue, duty,
right, and so on. If thought is conceptually independent of language then
it is conceivable that someone should entertain such thoughts without
language, and the analysis of moral concepts cannot require mention of
language. But if it is naturally necessary that our conscious thoughts
should involve language, then it must be leginzmate for us to analyse such
thought-contents by analysing their characteristic mode of linguistic
expression. For on this view there can be no significant difference
between public and private thinking. Whether we think privately, to our-
selves, or publicly, using spoken or written sentences, our thoughts will
equally consist of deployments of natural-language words and sentences
(perhaps supplemented by images) in accordance with certain rules or
intentions.

Of course, we should have to be careful, in analysing public speech or
writing, to distinguish between those properties of an utterance that it
possesses in virtue of expressing a particular thought, and those proper-
ties that it might have in virtue of being an act, or potential act, of
communication — such as the various conversational implicatures of the
utterance. For it is only the former which would be relevant to the analysis
of the particular concepts involved. But this is a distinction which we
would need to have been careful to respect in any case, even had we been
convinced of the conceptual necessity of language being involved in
thought. So nothing need have changed in this respect.

It is plain, moreover, that the conclusions just defended would remain
exactly the same, even if it were to turn out to be metaphysically, and not
just naturally, necessary that language should be involved in thought.
First, it is obvious that a thesis of metaphysical necessity would still not be
strong enough to warrant the claim that the analysis of the concept of
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thought, itself, should proceed via analysis of language. Only a thesis of
conceptual necessity would provide a sufficient guarantee of this. But
second, a thesis of natural necessity is surely sufficient, by itself, to
warrant the claim that the analysis of particular problematic concepts can
legitimately proceed via an analysis of their linguistic expression. Since
nothing more of philosophical significance would be entailed by a thesis
of metaphysical necessity, it follows that we only need to focus on argu-
ments for the weaker thesis of natural necessity.

I conclude that a demonstration of the naturally necessary involvement
of language in thought would have much the same methodological signif-
icance for philosophy as could have been derived from a parallel
demonstration of conceptually necessary involvement. While there would
no longer be any guarantee that an analysis of the concept of thought, as
such, could proceed via an analysis of language, analyses of all other
philosophically problematic concepts could still proceed via considera-
tion of their linguistic expression. So, given that there is little prospect of
demonstrating any conceptual necessity, as I shall shortly begin to argue,
much may depend on the question whether it is possible for us to estab-
lish the weaker thesis of natural necessity. That will be the main task of
this book.

1.3 Of wolves and wolf-children

The most direct way of demonstrating that thought is independent of lan-
guage (both naturally and conceptually) would be to show convincingly
that there are creatures who have thoughts but lack any language. And it
certainly does seem that there are such creatures. Most of us are inclined
to believe that dogs, cats, wolves, and seals, as well as apes and pre-lin-
guistic human infants, are capable of entertaining simple thoughts about
their environment. Then, since none of these creatures has the use of a
public language, it must follow that their thoughts are independent of
such language. Of course, these claims about the thoughts of animals and
infants are not entirely uncontroversial, and many have denied them. In
my view the arguments for such denials are weak — though I shall not
attempt to demonstrate this here (see my 1992c¢, ch. 6).

It is worth noticing, however, that those arguments all make, crucially,
some anti-realist assumption about the nature of mental states. In partic-
ular, they move from difficulties in attributing determinate thoughts to
animals and infants, or in knowing what those thoughts may be, to the
conclusion that there can be no such thoughts in existence. It will follow,
then, that anyone with broadly realist sympathies, such as myself, will lack
any motive for denying that some thoughts, at least, can exist inde-
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pendently of any natural or public language. I shall briefly criticise anti-
realist conceptions of the mental, and defend a contrasting realism, in
sections 1.5 and 1.6 below. One conclusion, then, will be that no one who
believes in realism about the mental has any good grounds for endorsing
the conceptually necessary involvement of language in thought.

If I am proposing to allow that animals and infants have thoughts inde-
pendently of language, then plainly I cannot, at the same time, insist that
all thoughts require or involve public language. I shall then have to restrict
myself to the weaker claim that some thoughts involve such language. This
certainly fits with the common-sense intuition which many of us have,
that it is hard to imagine a languageless creature entertaining thoughts
about the sub-atomic particles of physics, say. But if such a position is to
be tenable, then some non-arbitrary way of delimiting the relevant class of
thoughts must be found.

One might, for example, mark the difference in terms of degree of con-
ceptual sophistication. For it is surely true that the thoughts available to
animals and pre-linguistic infants will be relatively simple ones — perhaps
confined to perceptible aspects of the creature’s immediate spatial and
temporal environment. It might be possible to claim, then, that language
is necessary for thoughts about remote times or places, about abstract
objects, or more generally about objects that are imperceptible. This may
be part of the truth. But another hypothesis is that it is conscious thoughts
which require or involve natural language. This is the hypothesis that I
shall pursue in some detail, at least when restricted further to the class of
human conscious (and conceptually sophisticated) thoughts.

This is one reason why three of the eight chapters of this book —
namely, Chapters 5 to 7 — are devoted to developing a theory of
consciousness. I shall need to provide an account of consciousness which
does two things: first, when instantated in a plausible model of human
cognitive architecture, it should deliver the conclusion that human con-
scious thought involves language; and second, it should underpin the
claim that the thoughts of animals and pre-linguistic infants are not plau-
sibly construed as conscious ones.

Now, if the claim to be considered in this book is only that some kinds of
human thought involve language, then we may be tempted to appeal in
justification to the immense cognitive deficits which can be observed in
those rare cases where children grow up without exposure to natural lan-
guage. Consider, for example, the cases of so-called ‘wolf-children’, who
have survived in the wild in the company of animals, or of children some-
times kept by their parents locked away out of all human contact (see
Malson, 1972, and Curtiss, 1977). Consider, also, the cognitive limita-
tions of profoundly deaf children born of hearing parents, who have not
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yet learned to sign. (For some graphically described accounts, see Sachs,
1989, and Schaller, 1991.) These examples appear to show that human
cognition is constructed in such a way as to require the presence of
natural language if it is to function properly.

Now, it is obvious that these cases cannot be taken to show that lan-
guage is necessary for thought as such, without begging questions.
Granted that the cognitive deficits exhibited by the children in question
were considerable. Yet their behaviour was still interpretable as displaying
thought, in the same way and at least to the same degree that the behav-
iour of animals may be taken as displaying thought. So, unless we assume
that animals cannot entertain genuine beliefs and desires, we cannot draw
a paraliel conclusion in the case of wolf-children or of pre-signing deaf
children either. In fact, the very most that can legitimately be concluded
from the data, is again that language may be involved in certain zypes or
levels of thought, not that language is necessary for thinking as such,

Even this conclusion is too strong if left unqualified. For we can dis-
tinguish between two different senses in which it might be held that lan-
guage is necessary for thought. In the first (stronger) sense, it may be
claimed that language is actually implicated in the processes and mecha-
nisms of thought, in such a way that thinking is conducted  natural lan-
guage, or involves natural language (or, at least, that this is so for certain
kinds of thinking). In the second (weaker) sense, it may be claimed only
that language is a necessary precondition for entertaining certain kinds or
levels of thought. Only the first of these senses entails that language is
itself the medium of thought, or that we actually think in natural language.

It is the first, stronger, sense that mostly interests us. For it is only if lan-
guage is implicated in the processes of thought itself that the study of lan-
guage will, at the same time, be the study of an important aspect of
general cognition. In fact it is plain that it would not be enough, in order
to get us the conclusions that are of interest for psychology and philoso-
phy, to establish that language is required for (as opposed to involved in)
conscious thinking. For only if language is constitutively involved in the
processes of thought itself will the cognitive conception of language be
vindicated over the competing communicative picture. And, in the same
way, only if language is constitutively involved in our thoughts will it be
guaranteed that we can analyse philosophically problematic concepts by
focusing on their mode of expression in language. For only then will our
thoughts themselves use language for their very formulation.

Yet it is only the weaker thesis that appears, on the face of it, to be sup-
ported by the examples of wolf-children and pre-signing deaf children (I
shall return to this question in section 2.1, and again in section 8.8). For it
is plain that these children were deprived of the vast proportion of normal



1.3 Of wolves and wolf-children 19

adult belief, since they were cut off from all normal channels of learning
and communication. Their resulting cognitive deficits may then be easily
explicable from within the standpoint of the communicative conception
of language. It may be held that, through being deprived of natural lan-
guage, they were deprived of the most important channel of human
communication. And having been cut off from such communication, they
were, in consequence, deprived of the belief-systems within which many
fundamental human concepts are embedded.

In fact the important point to notice for our purposes is that someone
who endorses the communicative conception of language, and who
believes that thought itself is independent of language, can still allow —
indeed, insist — that language is a vitally important channel for the
acquisition of beliefs, at least in the case of human beings. Since humans
are highly social creatures of limited lifespan and intelligence, they rely
heavily on communication and testimony in constructing their belief-
systems. In which case, any human incapable of understanding language
will inevitably be deprived of the vast proportion of normal adult beliefs,
including, of course, those relating to developed sciences like physics.
This is immediately sufficient to explain many of the cognitive deficits
experienced by children deprived of language, without having to allow
that language is in any way implicated in the processes of thinking itself.

Indeed, since many adult and scientific concepts presuppose a rich
background of theoretical belief, anyone deprived of those beliefs will be
incapable of entertaining the corresponding thoughts, because lacking
the component concepts. We can thus explain the common-sense intui-
tion that anyone deprived of natural language would be incapable of
thoughts about subatomic particles and suchlike, without having to allow
that language is itself constitutively involved in those thoughts. What
emerges, again, (to emphasise the point) is that we need to distinguish
between the claim that natural language is required for — is a necessary
condition of — thought, or some types of thought, and the claim that lan-
guage is constitutively involved in those thoughts. (Note, however, that I
shall, in fact, eventually argue that language is involved in all those types of
thought for which it is also required; see section 8.8 below.)

There are two main points to emerge from the discussion of this
section. First: if we allow that animals and pre-linguistic humans have
thoughts, then any claim that language is essentially implicated in
thought will have to be restricted to some particular kind of thought. My
hypothesis is that the kind in question is conscious thought, which is one
reason why so much of this book is devoted to the question of conscious-
ness. Second: it should be clear that if we wish to argue that language is
essentially implicated in some kinds of thinking, then it is not enough to
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show —what surely everyone will now grant — that language is important for
cognition and thought (at least in humans). For this is consistent with the
thesis that language itself is merely an input- and output-channel for
central cognition. The thesis of naturally necessary involvement of lan-
guage in (human conscious) thought will therefore have to be approached
somewhat differently.

1.4 Stalnaker’s intelligent Martians

As indicated above, I believe, and will assume throughout most of the dis-
cussion of this book, that all thought is conceprually independent of lan-
guage (with the exception, trivially, of thoughts which are about
language). In this and the following two sections I shall, very briefly,
provide some defence for this stance. I begin with the question whether
there are any powerful inzuitive grounds for believing in a conceptual
independence. And there do, indeed, seem to be such grounds. One way
to develop the point would be to appeal to the common-sense belief that
many non-linguistic animals — for example, most higher mammals — must
be capable of thought, since they have beliefs and desires. Then, since they
have thoughts but no language, it must be the case that thought is concep-
tually independent of language.

Such an argument is unlikely to carry much conviction in the present
context, however, since those who maintain that language is conceptually
involved in thought will claim that common sense is deluded on this
matter, and that our attribution of beliefs and desires to non-linguistic
animals is mere anthropomorphism. Moreover, this is not a line of argu-
ment that I can pursue myself, either, since in Chapter 7 I shall be devel-
oping a theory of the distinction between conscious and non-conscious
mental states, according to which the beliefs and desires of most animals
will turn out to be non-conscious ones. It would then remain an option
for someone to concede that non-linguistic creatures can have non-con-
scious thoughts, but to insist that language is, nevertheless, conceptually
necessary for conscious thought.

A more convincing way to develop the intuitive case that all thought
whether conscious or non-conscious - is conceptually independent of
language is by imaginary example. (Since it is only a conceptual inde-
pendence which is to be demonstrated, it does not matter that the
example is only an imaginary one. Provided that we can successfully con-
ceive of a case of sophisticated and conscious thought without language,
then this will be sufficient to show that it cannot be conceptually necessary
that any thought should involve language.) The following is a develop-
ment of an example given by Robert Stalnaker (1984), which was itself
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anticipated more than fifteen years earlier in an example constructed by
Robert Kirk (1967).

Suppose we arrive on Mars to discover that the planet is inhabited by a
species of highly intelligent, but non-language-using, creature. These
animals are extremely long-lived, having a lifespan of, say, one thousand
years. They live in an environment that is by no means harsh, so each indi-
vidual can, without difficulty, gather for itself the means necessary for
subsistence. In these circumstances the species has evolved an a-social
lifestyle, and consequently lacks any form of public language. We can
suppose that the individual members of the species only meet once every
few decades to mate, otherwise taking little interest in one another.
Nevertheless, they seem to be a species of scientists and inventors. We can
observe these creatures engaging in what look like scientific experiments,
the results of which are that individuals are able to develop, in the course
of their thousand-year lifespan, a number of items of sophisticated tech-
nology. Perhaps we find one creature building and using a microscope,
another building and making successive improvements to a motor car
(petroleum is a naturally occurring substance on Mars), and so on.

In the circumstances envisaged, it would surely be irresistible to
suppose that the Martian creatures were engaging in conscious thinking.
This is not to say that it would be easy, or indeed possible, to tell whaz they
were thinking on any given occasion. But we would surely have the
strongest possible grounds for saying that they must be thinking some-
thing, and something highly sophisticated.

I suppose it may be objected that ants and weaver-birds, too, engage in
behaviours of remarkable complexity, without us being tempted to
ascribe to them sophisticated (let alone conscious) thoughts. So why
should these Martians be regarded any differently? Well for one thing, I
am supposing that the behaviour which we observe in any given Martian
(such as the construction of a microscope) is unique, not repeated in any
other individual of the species. This is immediately sufficient to rule out
an explanation in terms of instinct or habit. For another thing, the creativ-
ity and extreme sophistication of the Martian behaviours would suggest
that they are capable, not only of thinking, but of thinking about their own
previous thoughts and patterns of thinking — and this is sufficient for
those thoughts to count as conscious ones, if the reflexive thinking
account to be developed in Chapter 7 is correct. For the development of a
Martian item of science or technology might parallel exactly what one
would find in the case of human scientists, suggesting a complex
combination of false starts, lucky guesses, rigorous testing, self-reflection,
and creative insights.

It appears that we have been successful in conceiving of a case of
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(sophisticated and conscious) thinking without language, and it must
follow that language is not conceptually necessary for any form of thought
(with the exception, trivially, of thoughts aboutr language). This is then one
reason why I only propose to pursue, in this book, the question whether it
is naturally necessary that language is involved in thought. Although a
thesis of conceptually necessary involvement is, in my view, highly
implausible, it seems well worth considering whether some (suitably
restricted) thesis of naturally necessary involvement can be successfully
defended.

1.5 Anti-realist arguments

The method of imaginary example is, of course, fallible. It is possible that
it should seem to us that we have successfully conceived of a case of (con-
scious and sophisticated) thought without language, when in reality we
have not. In a full discussion of this issue, then, we should also have to
examine in detail the arguments for claiming that language is, despite
appearances to the contrary, conceptually necessary for thought. But
there is another reason why I do not propose to pursue the question of the
conceptually necessary involvement of language in thought any further in
this book, besides the intuitive implausibility of that thesis. It is, that all
the arguments which I know of for supposing that language is conceptu-
ally necessary for thought involve a commitment to some kind of anti-
realism, either in general, or about mental states and properties
specifically. 1 shall mention arguments due to Wittgenstein (1953),
Davidson (1975 and 1982), and Dummett (1981 and 1991).

Witigenstein

Ludwig Wittgenstein is generally credited with having proposed a criterial
theory of meaning in general, and of mental kind terms in particular (see
Wright 1987, chs. 7 and 8, together with the references therein). On this
view, certain types of behaviour are criteria for ascribing a given mental
state, in the sense that they constitute, as a matter of conceptual necessity,
defeasibly good evidence for the ascription of that state. It will thus be
claimed that pain behaviour, such as screaming and grimacing, for
example, is a criterion of pain, meaning that it is part of the concept of
pain that such behaviour usually manifests pain. So it is supposed to be a
conceptual truth that a grimace will warrant an ascription of pain,
although such ascriptions may be defeated by further behavioural evi-
dence (such as the person later saying, ‘I was only pretending”).

Now the important point to note is that there is, on this account,
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nothing more to possession of a given mental state than the undefeated
satisfaction of its behavioural criteria. This sort of view may then be
characterised as quasi-behaviourist. For although no attempt is made to
analyse each mental kind term into a set of behavioural descriptions nec-
essary and sufficient for its correct ascription, still it is behavioural evi-
dence, and only behavioural evidence, which is held to be constitutive of
their meaning.

Applied to the special case of ascriptions of thought, the criterial view
will prioritise evidence which is linguistic. Saying, ‘It will rain tomorrow’,
will be a criterion for possessing the belief that it will rain tomorrow, and
saying, ‘I want an apple’, will be a criterion for having the desire to eat an
apple. Although other sorts of (non-linguistic) behaviour may figure
amongst the criteria for ascribing relatively simple thoughts, in the major-
ity of cases linguistic behaviour will be the only criterion available. Thus,
whatever one might think about the examples just given, it seems plain
that there is nothing that could specifically manifest the belief that fife may
be discovered on Mars in ten or twelve years time apart from some appropri-
ate written or spoken utterance. The claim will then be that it is conceptu-
ally impossible for a non-language-using creature to entertain any but the
very simplest thoughts (and perhaps not even those), since language-
behaviour is a centrally important (in many cases, the only) criterion for
the ascription of thoughts.

This criterial view has little to recommend it, however. It is much more
plausible to maintain that our concepts of the mental get their life and
meaning from their role within a substantive theory of the mind, often
referred to as ‘folk-psychology’, as I shall argue briefly in sections 1.6 and
1.7 below. Such an account preserves for us our common-sense realism
about the mental, enabling us to maintain that mental states and events,
such as thoughts and pains, are real internal states of the agent, which inter-
act causally with one another in characteristic ways to produce behaviour.

On this theory-theory view, to understand a mental concept is to know
(at least implicitly) sufficiently much of the corpus of folk-psychology,
and to grasp the role of the concept within that theory. Also on this view,
to ascribe a particular mental state to another person is an inference to
the best explanation of their-observed behaviour, warranted by the princi-
ples and implicit generalisations of folk-psychology. (And to ascribe a
particular mental state to oneself, moreover, is generally to recognise that
state as an item receiving a particular theoretical characterisation within
folk-psychological theory; see my 1996a.) From this perspective, while we
may have difficulty in ascribing precise thoughts to those who exhibit no
linguistic behaviour, there will be no difficulty in the supposition that
there are such thoughts, and there may be plenty of examples (such as is
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provided by the case of animals, or of the Stalnaker Martians) in which
the best explanation is that there are some thoughts in play, although we
do not know which.

Davidson

Donald Davidson has offered a variety of arguments for supposing that
language is conceptually necessary for thought (see my 1992¢, ch. 6, for
some brief discussion). But the heart of his position may be characterised
as interpretationalist. The very ideas of thought, and of belief and desire,
are held to be constituted by the activity of interpretation. Faced with a
subject’s behaviour, we are to arrive at the best interpretation of it that we
can, operating within certain general constraints, such as the principle of
charity (“Try to make most of the subject’s beliefs come out true’) and the
principle of rationality (*Assume that the subject will act so as to maxi-
mise expected utility’). In contrast with the criterial theory, the fit
between behaviour and thought is by no means many-to-one, but is
inevitably and totally holistic. It is the total set of thoughts ascribed which
has to find a best fit with the subject’s total behaviour.

Crucially, for Davidson, there is nothing more to possessing any given
belief or desire than being interpretable in the light of a holistic scheme of
thoughts containing it. It is a consequence of this, Davidson argues, that
non-language-using creatures cannot possess fine-grained thoughts,
since there is not, and cannot be, the requisite scheme of thoughts to
ascribe to them on the basis of non-linguistic behaviour alone.

This view, too, although perhaps more plausible than Wittgenstein’s in
its recognition of the totally holistic character of interpretation, has little
to recommend it. For epistemology is one thing, metaphysics is another.
That our best evidence of thought should be holistic, is one thing, the
conditions for thought identity may be quite another. That we lack suffi-
cient evidence to ascribe any particular fine-grained beliefs and desires in
the absence of linguistic behaviour is one thing, whether thought itself
can exist in the absence of language may be quite another. Indeed, on the
folk-theoretical view of the mental that I regard as most plausible, there
will be just these sorts of gaps between the states ascribed by the theory,
which are assumed to have real existence and real causal interactions of
their own, and the evidence on which those ascriptions are based.

Dummett

Michael Dummett, too, is an anti-realist, though his views are driven by a
global anti-realism, rather than by any considerations relating to the
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mental in particular. In Dummett’s view, all truth is governed by relations
of epistemic accessibility — crudely, there is no truth except verifiable
truth. Then it cannot be that a creature possesses any given fine-grained
thought, in particular, in the absence of any possible behavioural evidence
of that thought. And in the absence of language, such evidence must be
lacking. The arguments of Dummett and others (see also Wright, 1987) in
support of global anti-realism cannot be considered in any detail here.
For the most part, I shall simply help myself to the contrary realist
assumption that some of our statements may have truth-conditions which
transcend the possibility of verification. (For defence of semantic realism,
see Appiah, 1986, Devitt, 1984, and my 1990, ch. 15.)

It is worth remarking, however, that at least one of the main arguments
for global anti-realism — the so-called manifestation argument — itself pre-
supposes some form of anti-realism about the mental. For the argument
is, that anyone who grasps a concept (in this case the concept of verifica-
tion-transcendent truth) must be capable of fidly manifesting that under-
standing in their behaviour, specifically in their linguistic behaviour. This
seems to involve a commitment to just the sort of quasi-behaviourism
which is itself in need of support. For on any realist view of the mental,
there may be mental states which cannot be directly and decisively mani-
fested in behaviour.

1.6 Realism in mind

Having indicated what I take to be some of the weaknesses of anti-realist
conceptions of the mental, in this section I shall sketch arguments in
support of two different forms of contrasting realism, one stronger than
the other.

Realism of intention about the mental

All three of the above authors seem committed to endorsing the Turing
Test (see Turing, 1950). They must claim that if a computer could be
successfully programmed to simulate normal human conversation, then
it would have to count as possessing genuine intelligence and thought,
irrespective of the details of its internal organisation. For such a com-
puter would be interpretable as possessing thoughts, and it is held that
there is nothing more to being a subject of thought than to be so inter-
pretable. Yet this position is, I think, hugely counter-intuitive for most
people. Most of us would maintain that evidence about the internal
structure and functioning of the computer — for example, that it oper-
ates by consulting a vast look-up table — could be sufficient to establish
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that it is not a genuine thinker, irrespective of our success in so inter-
preting it.

Some people have claimed that the Turing Test has actually been
passed, by computer-programs like Eliza and Parry, for example. But this
is not so. In fact it is easy to ask questions of these programs which will
trip them up, since they are based on fairly simple pattern-matching rou-
tines. But reflection on these examples leads Jack Copeland (1993, ch. 3)
to construct the following imaginary example of a computer that does pass
the Turing Test by pattern-matching. There are a finite number of possible
English conversations consisting of less than, say, 10,000 sentences, each
of which consists of less than 200 words. Then imagine a computer in
which all of these conversations are listed in a look-up table. The com-
puter operates by matching a given input against its lists, and selecting
one possible continuation at random. Call this computer (which may well
be dependent upon computer technology far in advance of ours!)
Superparry. It seems plain that Superparry would pass the Turing Test in
connection with any experimenter who does not actually know or suspect
the details of its program. For we may suppose that no normal human
conversation consists of more than 10,000 sentences, and that no normal
human sentence consists of more than 200 words. But it is plain, is it not,
that we would withhold mentality from Superparry as soon as we do learn
that it operates by pattern-matching?

In fact, our reaction to the Turing Test is indicative of a belief that a
computer should only be counted as a genuine thinker if sufficiently
much of our common-sense psychology is actually zrue of it. Only if it is
internally organised in ways sufficiently similar to ourselves — with real
distinctions drawn between perception, memory, belief, and desire, for
example, and with typically human patterns of causal interaction between
them - would we be prepared to countenance the view that it has
thoughts. In ascribing thoughts to a creature we are thus committing our-
selves to a certain pattern of internal organisation.

Reactions to John Searle’s famous Chinese Room example (1980) push
in the same (realist) direction, I believe. Searle imagined a room contain-
ing a mono-lingual English operator, a stock of Chinese characters, and a
rule-book correlating patterns of such characters. Sequences of Chinese
characters are delivered into the room via a letter-box, on receipt of which
the operator consults the rule-book and constructs the appropriate
sequence of characters to be returned through the letter-box in reply.
Unknown to the operator, the rule-book is so constructed that he is in fact
engaging some native Chinese speakers outside the room in normal intel-
ligent conversation. But we would not want to credit either the operator,
or the room as a whole, with an understanding of Chinese, Searle thinks.
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Most people share this reaction, without necessarily sharing Searle’s
diagnosis, that what is missing from the room is something with the biolog-
ical properties of a Chinese-speaking human brain. I believe the correct
diagnosis of the reaction is that there is nothing in the room correspond-
ing to the functional structure of the human mind — that is, of distinctively
human interactions between perception, belief, desire, intention, and
action (to name but a few of the more salient mental categories). Indeed,
I believe that the normal reactions to this example support the folk-psy-
chological account of mental state terms. Such terms are embedded in a
theory of the structure and functioning of the human mind, and only if a
system instantiates that structure (as, manifestly, the Chinese Room does
not) will we be prepared to ascribe mental states to it.

The moral of the Turing Test, and of the Chinese Room, is that posses-
sion of beliefs and desires is not constituted by the fact that the subject is
interpretable as acting out of beliefs and desires. We also believe that the
subject must possess a suitable real internal structure of interacting mental
states and events. Evidence that this internal structure is lacking (as in the
case of Superparry) undermines the claim that we are dealing with a
genuine thinker. If this is correct, then we have established what I call
realism of intention about mental states. The thesis is, that in ascribing
thoughts to a creature we intend that our ascriptions will be true in virtue
of a certain sort of inner structure, and are committed to the view that
they will only be true given just such a pattern of organisation. In ascribing
thoughts we ntend to pick out real internal, causally effective, states of the
agent, which might exist in the absence of behavioural evidence, or be
absent in the presence of such evidence.

It may be objected that if the thesis of realism of intention were really
correct, then we should be forced to withdraw attributions of thought zo
ourselves, if it were to turn out that we lack the requisite pattern of internal
organisation. Suppose that it were demonstrated by some future scientific
psychology that we ourselves are driven by some vast computational look-
up table — a naturally occurring biological form of Superparry. Would we
then withdraw our claims to be genuine subjects of thought? Intuition
suggests not. In which case the thesis of realism of intention appears to be
threatened.

There are two possible replies to this objection, I believe; both good
ones. The first is simply that our habits of ascribing thoughts and other
mental states to ourselves are too deeply entrenched — and, indeed, that
the principles and generalisations grounding those ascriptions are too
obviously true — for us to be able to set them aside in any mere thought-
experiment. The second reply is that our common-sense psychology is
very likely innate to the human species, as I shall argue briefly in the next
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section. So we may have no option but to think of ourselves as thinkers,
just as we have no option (if we are native English speakers) but to hear an
English sentence as imbued with meaning. If this is right, then the thesis
of realism of intention can only be tested by our reactions to examples like
Superparry, in respect of systems other than ourselves.

Realism of fact about the mental

I have been arguing that the best way of construing mental state concepts
is realist, rather than interpretationalist or quasi-behaviourist. However
this is, so far, only to argue that we are committed to realism of intention
about mental states. It is it not yet to argue that we are successful in refer-
ring to such states — it is not yet to defend what I call realism of fact about
mental states. Realism of fact has been denied by some (for example,
Churchland, 1981, and Stich, 1983). But it has been defended most elo-
quently by Jerry Fodor (see his 1987, ch. 1; see also Horgan and
Woodward, 1985).

Fodor’s main argument is premised upon the immense success of folk-
psychology (as well as its depth and indispensability, which I shall not
discuss here). There are two elements of this success, one pertaining to
success in explanation, and one to success in prediction. In respect of
explanation, notice that there is almost no human behaviour which
cannot be rendered intelligible by suitable attributions of belief and
desire, except perhaps behaviour resulting from extreme forms of mental
illness. In fact, we are intelligible to one another in a way that nothing else
in the natural world is intelligible to us. To see the extent of our predictive
success, reflect on the degree of successful co-operation and communica-
tion in human societies, even those that are as complex and technolog-
ically sophisticated as those of the West. For this is all underpinned by the
predictions provided by common-sense psychology. In fact our predictive
success is so ubiquitous that we may hardly notice it; and certainly our
occasional failures have far greater salience for us.

How are we to explain this success, unless we suppose that the folk-psy-
chological theory which generates it is largely true? It would seem to be a
miracle that human beings should be so readily intelligible to one
another, and that they should be capable of predicting each other’s
actions with such a high degree of accuracy (given enough accurate
information relating to initial conditions, of course), unless the theory of
the human mind through which they operate is a broadly correct one. The
argument here is of exactly the same form as the argument for realism of
fact about any scientific domain — namely, that the best explanation of
substantive predictive and explanatory success is that the theory which
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generates it is very likely true, or close to the truth. Such an argument
seems to me to be powerful enough to make the conclusion — realism of
fact about the mental — a very plausible one indeed; at any rate, just as
plausible as any other scientific realism. And it is a view that I propose to
take for granted throughout the remainder of this book.

L7 Innateness and theory of mind

In this section I shall briefly argue for the view that knowledge of folk-psy-
chology is innate, making its appearance in young children as a result of
cognitive maturation, rather than through any process of learning. (For
more detailed development, see my 19924, ch. 8, and Segal, 1996; see also
Morton, 1979, and Fodor, 1992.) While this thesis is not strictly necessary
to the main argument of the book, it does make it easier to develop an
evolutionary perspective on consciousness, as we shall see in Chapters 7
and 8. And at various points it will serve as a useful ancillary premise — as
it did in my response to an objection to realism of intention about the
mental in the previous section, for example.

The basic argument for the innateness of folk-psychology parallels
Chomsky’s well-known argument for an innately structured language-
faculty (see his 1988). In both cases the innateness hypothesis is reached
by an inference to the best explanation, in response to what Chomsky
calls ‘Plato’s Problem’ (so-named after the slave-boy example in Plato’s
Meno). Plato’s Problem, in any given domain, is this: sow does the child
manage to learn so much, so fast, and on the basis of such meagre data? In the
case of natural language, children manage to master their native tongue
within less than half-a-dozen years, attaining knowledge of an immense
body of grammatical rules whose complexity is still such as to elude com-
plete description by linguists. And they do this on the basis of only posi-
tive data (no one tells them what can’r be said in their language, yet this is
something they end up knowing), without any explicit teaching or train-
ing.

In my view the case for the parallel claim in connection with folk-psy-
chology is impressive. Recent evidence from developmental psychology
suggests that children have a good grasp of the basic principles of folk-
psychology by the age of four or even younger (see, for example, Wellman,
1990). By this age they have developed a complex, deep, and highly
sophisticated theory of the operation of the human mind, which they use
to explain and predict the behaviour of themselves and others. Yet they are
not taught that theory, and it is very hard to see how they could discover it
for themselves.

In fact, there are only two real alternatives to the innateness hypothesis
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to explain our acquisition of common-sense psychology. One is the child-
as-little-scientist view, developed for example by Gopnik and Wellman
(1992), in which it is supposed that children do indeed reach adult folk-
psychology just as a scientist might, by means of inference to the best
explanation of the available data — though perhaps kick-started in this
process by an innate capacity for imitation (see Gopnik and Melzoff,
1993).Yet it surely beggars belief that all children (save only those who are
autistic — see below) should hit upon the same theory at the same age,
irrespective of very wide differences in experience and general intelli-
gence. We certainly would not expect this to happen in connection with
any similarly diverse group of adult scientists!

The only other alternative (which is consistent with realism about the
mental, at least) is to deny that children have to acquire a theory of the
operation of the human mind at all. Rather, they just need to learn to use
their knowledge of their own mental states as a model for the other,
achieving knowledge of the mental states of other people through a
process of simulation. (See Goldman, 1989, 1992, and 1993, and Harris,
1989.) But this view requires us to return to a quasi-Cartesian account of
our knowledge of the mental, supposing that we have immediate non-
theory-laden access to our own mental states. It is much more plausible to
suppose that self-knowledge, like other-knowledge, is mediated by our
implicit grasp of the theoretical principles of folk-psychology. (See my
1996a for further development of these arguments.) But these are points
which we shall return to in the chapters that follow.

In addition to the argument from Plato’s Problem sketched above,
human beings would appear to exhibit exactly the pattern of biologically
caused breakdown —namely, autism — which one would expect if folk-psy-
chology were innate. (See Baron-Cohen, 1990, and my 1996b. Autistic
subjects have great difficulty in interacting socially and emotionally with
others, and also in reading the minds of other people; they are also inept
at the pragmatic aspects of discourse, which require them to infer the
intentions and expectations of their interlocutors.) Moreover, it would
certainly make a good deal of sense that folk-psychology (like natural lan-
guage, as almost every cognitive scientist now believes) should be largely
innate, given its crucial position within the life of our species. For it is
folk-psychology that underlies, in one way or another, almost all human
communication and co-operative activity.

It is worth noting that Fodor uses the likely innateness of folk-psychol-
ogy to provide a second, independent, argument for realism of fact about
the mental, maintaining that the best explanation of this innateness is that
the theory of mental functioning embodied in common-sense psychology
is largely rrue (see his 1987, epilogue; see also my 1992a, ch. 8). The
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crucial claim in need of defence here is that, if folk-psychology is innate,
then its basic principles are, very likely, true ones, or at least close to the
truth. The case for believing that this is so is partly an induction, since
wherever nature has conferred belief-forming mechanisms on complex
practical-reasoning creatures such as ourselves it appears to have selected
ones that are generally reliable (consider visual perception, for example).
But it is also partly an inference to the best explanation, since the best
explanation of the advantage that an innate belief in the principles of folk-
psychology would confer on us, given the highly plastic and complex
nature of human social life, requires that those principles should be
broadly correct.

I do not pretend to have established an innateness-claim for folk-psy-
chology here, of course; nor, indeed, to have established realism of fact
about the mental. My intention has merely been to explain, and to give
some of the background for, the realistic and nativistic assumptions
within whose framework my investigations will be conducted. Those who
disagree with those assumptions should read what follows as having the
form of a conditional.

1.8 Thinking: images or sentences?

Given that thoughts are real internal states of the agent, which interact
causally with one another to produce further thoughts and to produce
behaviour, it is natural to ask how those thoughts are carried, and by what
mechanisms they interact. In this section I shall discuss both imagist and
sententialist proposals, before saying something more to distinguish the
two hypotheses from one another, and to mark out the main topic of this
book.

Imagism

One sort of answer to the questions just raised, is that thoughts consist
entirely of mental (mostly visual) #mages, and that thoughts interact by
means of associations (mostly learned) between those images. This view
has been held very frequently throughout the history of philosophy, at
least until quite recently, particularly amongst empiricists (see Locke,
1690, Hume, 1739, and Russell, 1921). Those who hold such a view will
then endorse the communicative conception of language. They will argue
that thought is independent of language on the grounds that possession
and manipulation of mental images need not in any way involve or pre-
suppose natural language.

In fact the imagist account is that all thinking consists in the manipula-
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tion of mental images, and that thoughts inherit their semantic properties
from the representative powers of the images that constitute them. There
may be something importantly correct in the first part of this claim, as I
shall argue in the chapter that follows. It may be that all of our conscious
thinking presupposes imagination, and that mental images are, in one
way or another, implicated in all of our conscious thoughts. But the
second — semantic — part of the claim is definitely incorrect, as I shall now
briefly argue.

Images, of themselves, unsupplemented by much prior knowledge
(and hence thought) on the part of the thinker, are confined to repre-
sentations of appearance. To have a visual mental image is to represent to
oneself how something would look; to have an auditory mental image is to
represent to oneself how something would sound; and so on. This gives
rise to an immediate problem for the imagist theory of thought, since
many of our words and concepts do not stand for the kinds of thing that
have an appearance. For example, and more or less at random, consider
logical concepts like and, or, not; temporal concepts like zomorrow, yester-
day, year; concepts for abstract properties like inflation (of money), prime
(of numbers); and number-terms like sixteen, or sixty-four. In none of
these cases is there any mental image that seems even remotely appropri-
ate to express what we mean.

Moreover, we have many concepts which represent things that do have
an appearance, but which do not represent them in virtue of their appear-
ance. Consider, for example, the concept bus-stop. Bus-stops do, of
course, have a characteristic appearance (though different in different
parts of the country, let alone in different parts of the globe). But if I steal
a bus-stop sign and erect it in my garden as an ornament, that does not
turn my garden into a bus-stop. Rather, a bus-stop is a place where buses are
supposed to stop. How is this to be expressed in an image? Even if my image
is of a bus stopping at a bus-stop sign, with people getting on and off, this
does not attain to the generality of the idea of a place where buses (in
general) stop; nor does it touch the normativity implicit in the idea sup-
posed to stop.

In the light of points such as these, it seems plain that no image, or
sequence of images, can, of itself, carry the content of even a simple
thought such as [that all grass is green), let alone of a complex proposition
such as [that life may be discovered on Mars in the next ten or twelve
years]. Yet it may be replied that there can be nothing to stop someone
using images as signs to express their thoughts, somewhat as words are
used. However, it will not, then, be the representational content of the
image, as such, which determines the content of the thought. Of course it
is true that someone may employ images of objects with conventionally
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determined conditions of application, somewhat like a hieroglyphic or
ideographic script. But then this is not really distinct from the claim that
thought involves natural language, since such an image-language would
presumably mirror the rules and conventions of spoken natural language,
if it is to approximate to the latter’s expressive power, and would presum-
ably need to be learned through the use of the latter.

There is a further argument against imagism which will serve to intro-
duce some of the ideas I shall be developing in the following chapter, as
well as driving one further nail into the coffin of the theory. This is the
argument, due to Wittgenstein (1953, section 332), that one cannot, in
most cases of normal meaningful speech, ‘peel away’ the utterance to
leave the process of meaning exposed and intact. For example, say aloud,
and mean, ‘It is windy today’, just as you would in a normal conversation.
Then do what you did again, only just with the meaning remaining,
without effecting any utterance. If the meaning attaching to the utterance
(the thought expressed) were an image or sequence of images, then this
certainly ought to be possible. But plainly, in most cases, it is not. Even if
we sometimes have private thoughts and images illustrative of what we
mean by a public utterance, this is not at all essential. In many real cases
of public speech, if you imagine away the act of saying, retaining every-
thing else as it was, then at the same time you have imagined away the
thinking as well.

Sententialism

How, then, are thoughts to be carried in cognition, if not by mental
images? Recall that the realist’s view is that propositional attitudes -
beliefs, desires, and the like — interact with one another causally to
produce behaviour in ways which respect their semantic contents. The
belief that it will shortly rain combines with the desire to stay dry, not ran-
domly, but in such a way as to produce the intention to find some form of
shelter. This in turn may combine with the belief that an umbrella is easily
available, so as to cause me to carry an umbrella with me when I go out.
How is this possible? How can propositional attitudes have causal powers
which reflect their relatedness to the world, as well as their logical relations
with one another, that are distinctive of their possessing a semantic
content? There are really three different, but closely related, problems in
need of solution here.

First, propositional attitudes are systematic, having contents that are
systematically related to one another, in such a way that anyone capable
of believing (or otherwise thinking) a given content must be capable of
believing or thinking a number of closely related contents. Anyone
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capable of believing that Fane loves John must also be capable of the
thought that Fohn loves Fane. Why should this be so? How is this fact about
propositional attitudes to be explained?

Second, propositional attitudes are productive, in the sense that anyone
capable of thinking at all must be capable of entertaining unlimitedly
many thoughts. If you can think that Jane has a mother, then you can
think that Jane’s mother has a mother, and that Jane’s mother’s mother
has a mother, and so on (subject, of course, to limitations of memory and
other cognitive space). There is no end to the new thoughts that thinkers
must be capable of entertaining. This fact, too, is in need of explanation.

Third, propositional attitudes interact causally with one another in ways
which respect their semantic contents. This was the point which was
closest to the surface in my initial statement of the problem three para-
graphs back. Beliefs and desires interact to cause intentions, and beliefs
interact with other beliefs to generate new beliefs, in ways which are
closely responsive to the conzents of those states, and by means of transi-
tions which are generally rational ones. How can this happen? How can
patterns of causality respect semantic relations of entailment and eviden-
tial support?

The most plausible solution to these three problems is that beliefs are,
not images, but relations to internal sentences, as Fodor argues in his
1978 (see also Field, 1978; for further powerful arguments in support of a
sententialist position, see Davies, 1991). For sentences have contents that
are systematically determined from the contents of their component
words, together with rules of combination. If you understand the words,
and know the rules of syntax, then you must be capable of understanding
new combinations of those words, never before encountered. And by the
same token, of course, sentences are productive, in virtue of the fact that
rules of syntax are recursive. So the sententialist hypothesis provides us
with solutions to the problems of systematicity and productivity.

Moreover (and providing us with a solution to the third problem also)
sentence tokens can have causal powers, by virtue of being physical par-
ticulars. If beliefs and desires consist of sentences, or sentence-like struc-
tures, encoded in some distinctive way in the brain, then there will be no
difficulty in explaining how beliefs and desires can be causes. (By way of
analogy, think of the manner in which sentences can be stored in mag-
netic patterns on an audio-tape. These sentence tokens then cause the
sound-waves which result when the tape is played.) And if we suppose, in
addition, that the mind is arranged so as to effect computations on these
sentences in ways which respect their syntax, then the causal roles of the
sentences will respect their semantic properties. For semantics is, in part,
a reflection of syntax. And then we shall have explained successfully how
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beliefs and desires can have causal roles which depend upon their seman-
tic contents.

Looking back, now, to the problems which arose for the imagist theory of
thinking, it is easy to see how this sententialist position may fare a great deal
better. For a logical concept like and or not can be carried by a lexical item
of some sort, distinguished by its capacity to enter into certain character-
istic patterns of inference. Roughly, ‘&’ means and provided that the
computational system within which it belongs ensures that it is governed
by the following forms of inference: (P& Q) -» P (P& Q) — Q;and P,Q —
(P & Q). And the concept bus-stop, 100, can be constituted by some lexical
item (‘bus-stop’, as it might be) characterised both by its causal connec-
tions with worldly objects (bus-stops), and by the way in which it figures in
distinctive patterns of inference (such as bus-stop — buses should stop)
involving yet other lexical items from other parts of the language.

I propose to take this sententialist position for granted in what follows.
It provides easily the most plausible picture of how realism about the
mental can possibly be true. In fact the only real alternative to sentential-
ism (since imagism is plainly not a viable option), is that propositional
attitudes are relations to propositions, in each case the one picked out by
the that-clause used in the description of the attitude. (The alternative
provided by so called ‘connectionist’ approaches to cognition, while
promising as an account of some sub-personal mental processes, is not, I
think, viable as an account of propositional-attitude psychology, with the
features outlined above. In this I follow Fodor, 1987, Appendix, Fodor
and Pylyshyn, 1988, and Davies, 1991. For some further discussion see
section 2.8 below.) But propositions are abstract entities, concerning
which it is possible to take one of two contrasting metaphysical views.

The Platonist position on abstract entities is that they are objective,
existing necessarily, and independently of the human mind. But then it is
very hard indeed to see how the human mind or brain could be related to
a proposition. What would an unmediated relation to a necessarily exist-
ing abstract object be like? The alternative, constructivist, position on
abstract entities is that they have mind-dependent existence, supervening
on, and abstracted out of similarities between, patterns of mental activity.
(Compare the way in which directions supervene on, and can be
abstracted out of, relations of parallelism between lines. For further dis-
cussion, see my 1992a, chs. 2 and 3.) Either way, the relationship to an
abstract entity is most plausibly seen as a mediated one, and the only plau-
sible candidate for a mediating relation to a proposition is to reintroduce
sentences. This is Field’s (1978) proposal: Person A believes that P = A
believes some sentence S & S means that P.

It might seem that in accepting sententialism we have already done



36 1 The geography of the issues

enough to establish that thought, in us at least, essentially involves some
natural or public language. For what would these sentences be, whose
inscription in the brain constitutes possession of a particular proposi-
tional attitude, but sentences from the native language of the subject
whose attitudes they are? But this assumption, though easy, would be too
swift. For as Fodor (1978) forcefully argues, the sentences may belong,
not to a natural language, but to an innate, universal, language of thought,
which he calls Mentalese. This language would consist of an innate
lexicon, or vocabulary, and an innate set of combinatorial rules for the
production of completed sentences, held in common by all human
beings, and perhaps by all creatures sharing the basic features of our psy-
chology. Fodor’s arguments for these views will be considered and crit-
icised at some length in Chapters 2 to 4.

Tewo kinds of thinking

Despite the points made above, I certainly do not want to claim that
mental images can never play a part in anything which might properly be
called ‘thinking’. Sometimes, surely, our thoughts can consist in a mixture
of sentences and mental images. Thus, when reasoning about some prac-
tical problem, I might entertain a mixed thought like the following: ‘If I
put this stool on the table Zke so [insert image], then by climbing on top of
it I shall be able to reach up like thar [insert image].” (Note that I do not
mean to beg any questions here about the language in which such a
thought is partly entertained. The non-imagistic components of the
thought might very well be expressed in Mentalese, for all that I mean to
imply here.)

Moreover, sometimes our conscious thoughts can consist entirely of
images of objects (and not of images used as conventional symbols). The
thoughts of composers may sometimes consist entirely of auditory
images, as they manipulate images of melodies and chord patterns, trying
out different possibilities until hitting upon something which satisfies
them. The thoughts of an engineer, or of someone trying to pack a set of
suitcases into the luggage compartment of a car, may consist entirely of
visual images of arrangements of objects. And my thoughts as I try to find
my way round a room in the dark might consist simply in an image of its
layout in egocentric space.

If the thesis to be pursued in this book is that conscious thinking is con-
ducted in natural language, then something had better be done to demar-
cate the kind of thinking in question. For it seems obvious that some kinds
of thinking are not conducted in language. (This point is independent of
the dispute within psychology between pictorial and descriptivist theories
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of the nature of mental images, by the way — see Tye, 1991. For that
dispute is about the cognitive, sub-personal underpinnings of imagery,
not the person-level phenomena themselves. Even the descriptivist does
not intend to deny the difference between mental images and sententially
based thoughts.) I suggest that the kind in question is: propositional think-
ing — the kind of thought whose content may properly and correctly be
described by means of a propositional that-clause. I therefore need to
argue that no imagistic thought can have such a content.

I think many of us feel intuitively that our imagistic thoughts are not
properly described in the that-clauses which we are forced to use if we
want to express them in language. For example, if I have been planning
my route from my home to the railway station by mapping it out in my
head, using an image of the layout of the city, then I would feel pretty lame
to have to describe that thought by saying, ‘I was thinking that I should
start towards the city centre, and then turn right.’ For this does not begin
to approximate to the richness of what I had actually thought. But it is
possible to do better than just appeal to intuition here.

I have already made the point that there are many propositional
thoughts whose contents cannot be expressed imagistically. Some of
these may be relatively simple ones, such as the thought, [that all grass is
green]. So wherever such a thought is tokened in a sentence, we can at
least conclude that a thought of that type could not be entertained in an
image alone. Now the same point can be made, I believe, in connection
with thoughts whose contents do not go beyond what can be perceptually
manifest, where one might think that there was a strong case for their
content to be thinkable in the form of an image.

Consider the thought, [that a cat is sitting on a mat]. Suppose that this
thought is tokened in the form of the English sentence, ‘A cat is sitting on
a mat.” According to the view to be defended in this book, this token of
that thought is then constituted by the sentence in question. But might
one not also entertain a token of that very thought in the form of a visual
image of a cat sitting on a mat? And would this not then be an alternative
manner in which the thought could be entertained? I believe the answer
to these questions is, ‘No’. In entertaining such an image one would not
really be entertaining a thought of the very same type, even though it
might concern the same subject matter, and might on occasion play a
somewhat similar role in cognition.

As I shall be arguing in Chapter 4, thought-contents are likely to be
individuated, in part, in terms of their functional or conceptual role. One
thought will be distinct from another provided that the two are apt to
enter into different patterns of inferences, or provided that they are apt to
interact with yet other thoughts in characteristically distinct ways, even if
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those thoughts otherwise share the same worldly truth-conditions.
Applying this condition then suggests that imagistic and sentential
thoughts (whether the latter are expressed in public language or in
Mentalese) must always be distinct. For surely the way in which my sen-
tential thought, ‘A cat is on a mat’, might give rise to the further thought
that a mammal is on a mat, will differ from the manner in which an image
of a cat on a mat might give rise to the same further thought.

The way to bring out this point is to notice that an image will always
carry with it excess content, beyond mere entailment relations. The sen-
tence, ‘A cat is on a mat’ carries no more, and no less, content than the
proposition, [that a cat is on a mat]. So it will contain the content, [that a
mammal is on a mat], since this is entailed; but it will not contain the
content, [that a tabby cat is on a mat], nor the content, [that a cat is sitting
on a mat]. Not so with an image. Although an image can be in various
respects indeterminate or vague, it must always be more determinate than
a proposition. My image of a cat on a mat must always be an image of
some particular kind of cat (fluffy or short-haired, tabby or black) in some
particular position (sitting or standing, facing or turned away) on some
particular sort of mat. This certainly suggests that the process by which an
image might give rise to a given effect in cognition will be highly context-
sensitive, and will certainly differ from the manner in which a proposition
(tokened by a sentence of some sort) might give rise to the same effect.

The topic of this book, then, is the nature of propositional thinking,
rather than the nature of thought in general (yet further qualifications will
be noted in section 2.3). I shall be assuming that propositional thinking
consists in the tokening and mental manipulation of sentences of some
kind, and will be developing the case for saying that these sentences are
those of natural language, rather than sentences of Mentalese.

It is important to note, however, that for some purposes thought-con-
tents may be individuated purely by subject-matter, or by worldly truth-
conditions, rather than by conceptual or functional role. If we individuate
their contents in this way, then we can ask which types of thought (if any)
involve natural language, meaning: thoughts about which kinds of subjecr-
matter involve language? We have already seen good reason, above, for
saying that the range of subject-matters that we can think about purely
imagistically is highly restricted. Employing visual images alone, we prob-
ably cannot think about anything other than the spatial distributions and
layouts of perceptible objects. So if we could show that all propositional
(non-imagistic) thoughts must involve natural language, it would follow
that such language is implicated in our thoughts about any but the very
simplest subject-matters. I shall not be able to demonstrate anything this
strong, in fact. But the question of the range of subject-matters which
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might require us to employ natural language in order to think about them,
is the one that is ultimately of greatest interest. I shall return to it again in

the next chapter, and then again in the latter half of Chapter 8.

Summary

In this opening chapter I have explained the nature of my project, which is
to investigate whether or not it is naturally necessary that human con-
scious thinking should constitutively involve public language. I have
argued that this result, if established, would have much the same impor-
tance as could have been derived from more traditional philosophical
claims of conceptually necessary involvement. Since all the arguments in
support of such conceptually necessary involvement depend in one way
or another upon anti-realism about the mental, I have pointed out that
those who embrace a contrasting realism would be well-advised to con-
centrate on the weaker thesis of natural necessity. I have also set out the
realist and nativist assumptions about the mind against whose back-
ground the investigations in this book will be carried out.

In the remainder of this book, then, I shall assume that there are such
things as beliefs, desires, and other mental states, which have real exis-
tence and real causal roles which can be independent of our best evidence
of them. I shall also assume that beliefs and desires, in particular, are best
understood as relations to internal sentences. The main focus for debate
will concern which sentences are constitutive of our (conscious proposi-
tional) thoughts — those of Mentalese, or those of natural language. I shall
be arguing for the latter, beginning in the chapter that follows.
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I have accepted Fodor’s view that propositional attitudes (beliefs, desires,
and so on) are best understood as relations to sentences. The question
then is: which sentences? In this chapter, after first considering the evi-
dence from psychology (which is equivocal), I shall present an intuitive,
introspection-based, argument for the view that human conscious think-
ing involves sentences of natural language. This is an initial presentation
of the view that I shall wish to defend in this book. I shall then begin to
consider Fodor’s arguments for claiming that the sentences in question
belong to an innate, universal, language of thought (Mentalese). Some of
these arguments are easily responded to, but some will require extensive
discussion in later chapters.

2.1 The evidence from scientific psychology

What does cognitive psychology tell us about the relationship between
language and thought? I shall consider the developmental evidence first,
and then briefly present and discuss the evidence from neuropsychology,
particularly aphasia. I shall argue, in summary, that the scientific evidence
is inconclusive, remaining open to a variety of interpretations.

The evidence from normal development

It is an oft-remarked fact that the linguistic and cognitive abilities of
young children will normally develop together. If a child’s language is
advanced, then so will be its abilities across a range of tasks; and if a
child’s language is delayed, then so will be its cognitive abilities. To cite
just one item from a wealth of empirical evidence: Janet Astington (1996)
reports finding a high correlation between language-ability and children’s
capacity to pass false-belief tasks, whose solution requires them to attrib-
ute, and reason from, the false belief of another person. (A standard false-
belief task has the form: Maxi places some chocolate in a cupboard and
leaves the room; in his absence we move the chocolate to another
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location; question: where will Maxi look for the chocolate when he
returns? Most three-year-old and autistic children fail this task, saying
that Maxi will go to where the chocolate actually is. Almost all four-year-
olds pass, saying that Maxi will look in the cupboard; see Wellman, 1990,
and Perner, 1991.) Does this and similar data show that language is con-
stitutively involved in children’s thinking? By no means.

As we pointed out in section 1.3, the most that such data can reveal is
that language is a necessary condition for certain kinds of thinking, not
that it is constitutively involved in those kinds. And this is easily explicable
from the standpoint of someone who endorses the communicative — as
opposed to the cognitive — conception of language. For language, in
human beings, is a necessary condition of normal enculturation. Without
language, there are many things that the child cannot learn; and with
delayed language, there are many things that the child will only learn
later. It is only to be expected, then, that cognitive and linguistic develop-
ment should proceed in parallel. It does not follow that language is itself
actually used in the child’s cognition.

But what of the fact that a child’s language-development will often lag
behind its conceptual and cognitive development? Does this serve to show,
on the contrary, that thought is independent of language? For example,
when observed (and video-taped) in context, a two-year-old who can only
use two-word sentences like, ‘Mummy shoes’, may sometimes mean,
‘Those are Mummy’s shoes’, (a possessive statement), and may some-
times mean, ‘Mummy, put my shoes on’, (a request to an actor to perform
an action on an object — see Gregory, 1987, p. 427). Then since the child’s
capacities for thought go beyond what it is capable of expressing in lan-
guage, does this show that thought is independent of language? In fact
not, for two distinct reasons.

First, the argument would move too swiftly from the child’s deficiency
in language production to the more general conclusion that it is deficient in
language-abiliry. But this inference is not warranted. For it may be that
the language faculty divides into two distinct sub-systems, one concerned
with production and one concerned with comprehension. (Indeed, the
evidence from aphasia suggests that this is the case. Some aphasics are
very poor at producing intelligible discourse themselves, but have quite
good comprehension abilities.) And if language is implicated in thought,
then it may be that it is (or can be) the comprehension system which is so
implicated. So if the child is capable of understanding the difference
between the two utterances, “Those are Mummy’s shoes’, and ‘Mummy,
put my shoes on’ (said by a sibling, say), then it may be that it thinks to
itself, “Those are Mummy’s shoes’, in circumstances in which it only has
the ability to say aloud, ‘Mummy shoes’.
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Second (and even if the above point is waived), it does not follow from
the data that language is not directly implicated in the child’s thought.
From the fact that the child makes use of one-and-the-same (two-word)
sentence, now to mean, “Those are Mummy’s shoes’, and now to mean,
‘Mummy, put my shoes on’, it does not follow that it can think those
thoughts independently of the use of that (or an equivalent) sentence. Itis
possible that the child’s ability to make use of signs outstrips its ability to
mark those different uses by different signs — but that its thoughts are
partly constituted by the signs so used.

The evidence from abnormal development

If the evidence from normal development is equivocal, then what of the
evidence from cases where language development is wholly absent, such
as the examples of ‘wolf-children’, or pre-signing deaf children? When
these were discussed in section 1.3, it appeared that they, too, presented
no real evidence either way. For we may grant that the cognitive develop-
ment of these children is severely impaired; but this datum is consistent
with either the cognitive or communicative conceptions of language.
From the standpoint of the cognitive conception, the reason why their
cognition is so impaired is because more complex forms of human think-
ing actually involve the use of language; so where language is absent, so
must these forms of thinking be. But from the standpoint of the commu-
nicative conception of language, the reason why these children are cogni-
tively impaired is that they lack many normal human concepts and
beliefs, which can only be acquired through enculturation and linguistic
communication.

But what of the fact that the isolated child Genie, when she was first
discovered at age I3, had a mental age of between 1 and 2 — despite then
going on to display intelligence in the normal range when she later
acquired language? (see Curtiss, 1977). Is this immense cognitive deficit
wholly explicable in terms of the absence of communication, and so in
terms of Genie’s lack of enculturated beliefs? Perhaps not. But then there
are many other features of Genie’s case which might explain the differen-
tial, consistent with the communicative conception of language. For it
was not just communication that she was deprived of.

Genie was also deprived of all normal emotional contact with others,
and of opportunities to explore her environment (which was in any case
very impoverished). Almost her only contact with other people, between
the ages of 1 and 13, were occasional visits from her father and brother,
neither of whom spoke to her, the former of whom beat her regularly
(especially if she made any sound), and both of whom tormented her and
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barked at her like a dog. She was also kept immobile for much of her life,
almost all of which was spent in a dim, largely unfurnished room, either
strapped to a commode, or zipped into a specially adapted sleeping bag,
which effectively functioned as a strait-jacket. It would hardly be surpris-
ing if, in the circumstances, Genie’s cognitive development was very
severely delayed, way beyond what one might predict from her lack of
opportunities to receive information from others. And, indeed, the pre-
signing deaf man described by Schaller (1991) displayed deficits which
were not nearly so severe.

Schaller describes the case of a profoundly deaf man, Ildefonso, who
reached the age of 27 without acquiring any conventional language. He
had been brought up in a community of migrant labourers, without any
schooling, and without any contact with natural sign languages. He was
balanced, alert, and normally affectionate, and capable of using and
understanding simple gestures and uses of mime. He was capable of per-
forming everyday tasks, and of earning a wage as a labourer. When intro-
duced to ASL (American Sign Language) he learned it extremely fast,
sucking in each new word hungrily. Schaller herself describes Ildefonso’s
predicament as one in which the absence of language had deprived him of
a great deal of information, thus committing herself to the communicative
conception of language. But actually, hardly any formal testing of
Ildefonso’s cognitive abilities was undertaken, either before and after lan-
guage acquisition.

Moreover, it is doubtful whether Ildefonso was genuinely languageless.
Evidence from elsewhere suggests that he would have developed for
himself a gesture system having all of the properties of a simple language.
(Indeed, this interpretation seems confirmed by Schaller’s description of
him engaging in animated ‘conversations’ with other non-signing deaf
adults, using what she describes as a rich repertoire of gesture and mime.)
Susan Goldin-Meadow and colleagues have studied deaf children born of
hearing parents over a number of years, whose parents then took a deci-
sion that the children should not be taught any form of Sign (see Goldin-
Meadow and Mylander, 1990, Butcher et al., 1991, and Goldin-Meadow
et al., 1994). They found that without exception the children spontane-
ously developed a gesture language, initially taking over the gestures of
their parents, but then systematising and regularising them into a genuine
language, with all the properties of morphology and syntax which one
would expect of simple three-year-old language. So it seems that it may
actually be impossible to find any genuinely languageless humans, unless,
like Genie, they are deprived of human contact altogether!

Does the fact that congenitally deaf children spontaneously develop a
gesture language show that they are already capable (in advance of
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possessing any language) of entertaining complex thoughts? For certainly
the invention of an entire language (albeit a simple one) can be no simple
matter! But this is almost certainly not the right way to understand what
takes place. For in fact the languages of these children pass through
exactly the stages of development and spontaneous restructuring as do
those of children acquiring ASL; and surely no one wants to say that in
the normal case children have to invent their own language! (But see
section 2.8 below.) Rather, it seems that the human language-forming
faculty not only contains a powerful set of innate constraints (as Chomsky
and others have argued; see Chomsky, 1988, Curtiss, 1989, and Pinker,
1994), but that it requires only minimal linguistic exposure to be triggered
into growth and activity. This same interpretation is also strongly sug-
gested by the way in which children brought up of pidgin-speaking
parents will spontaneously elaborate them into Creoles in the space of a
single generation (see Holm, 1988). So there is no real reason to believe
that young children are capable of complex thought prior to the develop-
ment of natural language — for languages are, in fact, grown rather than
learned or invented.

Of course, the fact that Ildefonso probably already had some language
does not show that he had nothing more to learn. And interestingly,
Schaller reports that when she began to teach him to sign, he had particu-
lar problems in understanding and learning to use signs for temporal con-
cepts. It took months of intensive training for him to begin to use tenses,
for example. This certainly suggests that the process of learning to sign
was not merely a matter of acquiring labels for a set of pre-existing con-
cepts. Yet it is difficult to see, either, how temporal concepts might pre-
suppose a set of beliefs which can only be acquired through the use of
language after extensive enculturation. Acquiring the capacity to think
about the past and the future is not a matter of acquiring a whole body of
beliefs about the past and future, within which temporal concepts are
embedded. On the contrary, it is, surely, inseparable from acquiring com-
petence with some system of temporal markers, or symbols.

So does it then follow that temporal concepts, and the thoughts con-
taining them, constitutively involve the use of public signs? Not necessar-
ily, in fact. For it may be that there are concepts which can only be
acquired through the use of language, but where the concepts so acquired
are thereafter independent of language. That is, it may be that Ildefonso’s
initial temporal thoughts (considered as tokens, not types) were insepara-
ble from the natural language signs which constitutively expressed them.
But it may be that, once competence was acquired, he was thereafter
capable of thinking thoughts of the same type without the use of those
public signs. For example, competence in the use of public-language
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temporal signs, once attained, may be mapped across on to an equivalent
system of Mentalese symbols, enabling temporal thoughts to be enter-
tained independently of public language thereafter. So once again there is
nothing in the data to force us to embrace the cognitive conception of lan-
guage (at least in its strongest form). It would appear that the evidence
from abnormal, as from normal, development is equivocal.

The crucial evidence which would seem to be needed here is this. What
happens to a congenitally deaf child who is developmentally ready to
acquire full-blown language (at age 5 or 6, say), but who has had no previ-
ous exposure to conventional sign-language, if they are then immersed in
a signing community? One would predict that they would learn to sign
extremely fast. If they were immediately to display evidence of dramatic
changes in the creativity and flexibility of their thinking, across a range of
cognitive domains, then this would count strongly in favour of the cogni-
tive conception of language. For it would surely be implausible that at this
stage the children could have had the opportunity to acquire many new
beliefs through enculturation. Indeed, much of the early use of language
involves comment upon items that are already perceptually present to
both adult and child, and so the child cannot be acquiring any new (non-
meta-linguistic) beliefs. The best explanation would be that these items of
vocabulary, and the linguistic system of which they form part, would
make it possible for the child to engage in a new kind of thinking — namely
(as I shall argue), conscious thinking.

The only evidence bearing on the above proposal that I know of, arose
out of the experiment conducted by Luria and Yudovich (1956). They
took a pair of five-year-old twins who had, through neglect and lack of
motivation resulting from the self-sufficiency of the ‘twin situation’,
acquired barely any language. They separated the twins and placed them
in environments where they would have the motivation to learn to com-
municate, and, in addition, subjected just one of them to a course of lan-
guage-training. They reported marked improvements in cognitive ability
with the beginnings of acquisition of language (after just three months, in
fact). When first discovered, the twins appeared incapable of even rudi-
mentary forms of play. They would move objects about and line them up,
say, but would make no attempts at construction or planning, let alone at
symbolic play. They also appeared incapable of classifying heterogeneous
collections of objects into kinds. But as their language improved, so their
play became more ordered, thoughtful, and creative; and similarly their
classification abilities became more normal.

The results of this experiment are extremely suggestive for the thesis
that some kinds of thinking actually involve natural language, but by no
means conclusive. One initial source of worry is that the experiment was
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conducted within a theoretical framework which assumes the involvement
of language in thought (following Vygotsky, 1934). Luria and Yudovich’s
interest was not so much in testing this framework, as in elaborating some
of its details. This meant that alternative explanations of their data were
neither proposed nor tested. It is therefore hard, now (especially at this
distance in time), to have full confidence in the reliability of their results.
And so far as I am aware the experiment has never been repeated.

It might also be objected that the twins’ acquisition of language was not
the only factor which may have increased the sophistication of their play.
For their separation meant that they were no longer self-sufficient, and
had to seek to interact with, and join in the play of, the other children in
the kindergarten. Their improved play-performance may then be attribut-
able to observational learning from the play of normal children, rather
than to increased language ability. But this objection can be met, in fact,
by appealing to the differential performance of the two twins after their
initial separation. After three months, the language-abilities of the twin
who had undergone special training were markedly better than that of his
sibling, as were both the creativity of his play and his classification abil-
ities. And this differential cannot be put down to increased opportunities
for observational learning, of course.

There remains, however, the possible rejoinder which parallels the one
we recently made in the case of Ildefonso — namely, that language may be
necessary for the acquisition of certain concepts and modes of thinking,
without necessarily thereafter being implicated in those thinkings. This
proposal is hard to refute from the developmental evidence alone. For
almost everyone accepts that language-acquisition is instrumental in the
child’s acquisition of new concepts (the notable exception being Fodor,
1981, who maintains that all concepts are innate). But it is quite another
matter to maintain that the concepts so acquired are thereafter tied to the
deployment of language.

So, much of the twins’ dramatic cognitive development could be put
down to their acquiring new conceptual structures resulting from their
acquisition of language, without us necessarily having to allow that
natural language was actually implicated in the use thereafter made of
those conceptual structures — that is to say, in their thinking. It could be,
in particular, that the twins’ growing competence in the use of natural-
language logical operators (particularly the conditional) was responsible
for their increased creativity and improved planning abilities. In which
case natural language may have been constitutively involved in their early
token conditional thoughts. But it is another matter to claim that it
remained constitutive of those thoughts as a type. It may be that once
competence was attained it was transferred to some Mentalese equivalent
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of the conditional, enabling the twins to entertain conditional thoughts
thereafter in the absence of natural language.

The evidence from aphasia

I turn, now, to consider the evidence from aphasia. This is a condition in
which people who were previously normal have lost their capacity for lan-
guage, resulting either from a head injury or from a stroke. The first point
to be made is that there are many different forms of aphasia, each of
which may admit of various degrees of severity. There are aphasias which
only affect speech output, either removing it altogether, or reducing it to
strings of meaningless jargon. There are aphasias which affect
comprehension, aphasias which affect word-recall, aphasias which affect
grammatical ability, and so on. The most interesting population for our
purposes consists of so-called ‘global aphasics’, in whom both production
and comprehension are severely affected.

Unfortunately, many investigations of intelligence in aphasia have been
population-studies making little attempt to distinguish different types of
aphasia (see Zangwill, 1964, and Wyke, 1988, for reviews). Moreover,
severity of aphasia has often been measured by degree of impairment of
language ourpuz, rather than by impairment of comprehension. Such
aphasics are, for obvious reasons, more convenient test subjects, since
they can understand and respond to instructions. And many researchers
may still have been influenced by the account of inner speech due to the
behaviourist John Watson, who analysed it in terms of action inhibition (see
ch. 10 of his 1924, reproduced in Lycan, 1990). For on this account, any
disruption in the capacity to gemerate speech would at the same time
disrupt inner speech, hence also disrupting thought, on the hypothesis
that thinking is conducted in language. But there seems no good theoret-
ical reason for assuming that inner speech cannot be conducted in audi-
tory imagination; and, indeed, there is a good deal of empirical evidence
that it actually is (see Gathercole and Baddeley, 1993). Even Steven
Pinker (who should know better) is to be found arguing from the spared
cognitive abilities of a patient with production-aphasia, to the conclusion
that thought is independent of language (see his 1994, ch. 2). Needless to
say, no such conclusion is warranted.

It must therefore be cases of severe global aphasia which are of most
direct relevance to the question of the involvement of language in
thought. Unfortunately, however, it is by no means easy to devise non-lin-
guistic tests of cognitive ability. (Witness the difficulties experienced by
primatologists in devising a non-linguistic version of the false-belief tasks;
see Gomez, 1996.) However, Raven’s Matrices, some of which are rather
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like jigsaw puzzles, have been widely used. Andrew Kertesz (1988)
summarises the data by remarking that aphasic performance in these and
other non-verbal tasks is generally impaired, with the degree of impair-
ment correlating significantly with the degree of comprehension deficit.
But he also notes the existence of severe global aphasics in whom a variety
of non-verbal abilities are quite well preserved.

Even if there is some cognitive ability which is never found to be left
intact in cases of global aphasia, however, it would not necessarily follow
that the normal operation of that ability actually involves the use of lan-
guage. For it may be that the basis of the ability in question is sited in the
same region of the brain as the language system, without either of them
being functionally implicated in the operation of the other. It might then
be that any brain-injury which damages the one will necessarily damage
the other, without the one actually involving the other.

For example, many studies report some form of disorder of conceptual
thinking associated with aphasia - that is, disorders which involve failures
to classify objects appropriately, or to notice semantic connections
between pictures, say (for reviews see Lebrun and Hoops, 1974, and
Wyke, 1988). Does this support the view that deployment of concepts is
tied to the use of lexical items of natural language? Not necessarily, for the
reason just given. It would certainly make sense, after all, that conceptual
structures (of Mentalese, by hypothesis) should be stored and processed
in an area of the brain very close, at least, to the language centres, given
that so much of their normal deployment is through language, by engage-
ment in language production or language comprehension. If the essential
function of natural language is the communication of thought, as the
communicative conception of language maintains, then it is perhaps only
to be expected that language should be represented in the brain very close
to the thought-components (concepts, lexical items of Mentalese) which
it has the function of communicating.

Conversely, even if there are clear cases of dissociation between global
aphasia and some cognitive ability (such as spatial reasoning abilities), it
does not follow that the ability in question is #oz language-involving. For it
may well be that the language faculty consists of three distinct sub-
systems, and not just two. (This is Chomsky’s view; see his 1995. He
believes that in addition to the production and comprehension systems,
there is a distinct knowledge-base which underpins both.) It may well
therefore be that, besides a production system and a comprehension
systemn, there is also what might be called a linguistic inference system. This
would have the function of manipulating sentences, inferring other sen-
tences from them, and so on. And it may be that this — thinking — system
can be left intact when both production and comprehension systems are
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destroyed. (Note that Chomsky appears to commit himself to the
possibility of such an inference system, when he postulates a level of
representation in the language faculty which operates upon logical form,
independently of phonological encoding; see Chomsky, 1995, and May,
1985.)

The issue of the extent of the involvement of language in thought has
been much debated amongst aphasiologists, with expert opinion on the
question being divided. (The terminology employed is striking: those
who maintain that language is involved in thinking are known as ‘sensual-
ists’, while those who maintain the independence of thought from lan-
guage are ‘spiritualists’. It pleases me that the thesis being defended in
this book makes me a sensualist who is opposed to spiritualism!) As I
understand it there is, even now, no emerging consensus on the issue,
with many aphasiologists turning to investigate other, more tractable,
matters.

While evidence from scientific psychology may eventually prove deci-
sive in resolving the question of the involvement of naturai language in
thought, and would certainly be necessary to plot out in any detail pre-
cisely which kinds of thinking constitutively involve such language (as we
shall see in Chapter 8), it is too early, as yet, for any firm conclusions to be
drawn from the available scientific data. I shall therefore turn to consider
whether we might fare better by contemplating a very different set of data,
namely that delivered by ordinary introspection. It may be that, in looking
to the evidence from science, we have been conducting our search too far
from home, and that the case for the involvement of language in thought
is actually right under our noses, available to consciousness.

2.2 The evidence of introspection — images and imaged
sentences

If introspection is to be used to support the involvement of language in
thought, then it is important that the question we direct to ourselves
should be properly framed. Otherwise it can easily seem that introspec-
tion lends support to the sort of imagist theory of thinking which we dis-
credited in section 1.8. For if the question I ask myself is, “What do I mean
by the word “car”?’ (for example), and if I then say the word to myself
while I introspect, what I find, almost inevitably, is that I have formed a
visual image of a car. But the mistake here consists in asking for the
meaning of a word in isolation — as Gottlob Frege pointed out long ago
(see his 1884). Rather, the meaning of a word consists in its contribution
to the meanings of whole sentences containing it, and a word only prop-
erly has its meaning within the context of a sentence.
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So what one needs to do is, firstly, to introspect while (or shortly after)
ustng some sentence of natural language in the course of one’s daily life;
and secondly, while (or shortly after) one has been entertaining privately
some completed thought, or sequence of such thoughts. In the first sort of
case what one discovers (as I have already indicated in the points made in
section 1.8 above, following Wittgenstein) is that there is often »no separa-
ble mental process accompanying the utterance of the sentence itself; or,
at least, not one that is available to consciousness. In the second sort of
case what one discovers, I believe, is that our private thoughts consist
chiefly of deployments of natural language sentences in imagination —
inner thinking is mostly done in inner speech.

In this second sort of case there is a limited body of systematically gath-
ered introspective evidence available. Russ Hurlburt has devised a
method for sampling people’s inner experience (see Hurlburt, 1990 and
1993). Subjects wear headphones during the course of the day, through
which they hear, at various intervals, a randomly generated series of
bleeps. When they hear a bleep, they are instructed to immediately
‘freeze’, then record and elaborate, what was passing through their
consciousness at the time. Although frequency varies widely, all normal
subjects report experiencing inner speech on some occasions (with the
minimum being 7% of occasions sampled, and the maximum being 80%;
most subjects reported inner speech on more than half of the occasions
sampled). Most subjects also sometimes report the occurrence of visual
images, and the occurrence of emotional feelings (between 0% and 50%
of occasions sampled in each case). (Moreover, most people also report
entertaining some wordless, or purely propositional, thoughts. This is a
finding I shall return to in section 2.4 below, and then again at some
length in section 8.3.)

Introspection informs us, in fact, that many of our thoughts are
expressed entirely in natural language — for example, my thoughts as I
write this, and, no doubt, yours as you read it. When I sit and draft a
letter to someone in my head, for example, what figures in my
consciousness is a sequence of English sentences in auditory (and
perhaps kinaesthetic) imagination, rather as if I were dictating that letter
aloud. Or, if this is considered too easy for me (since the task is itself a
linguistic one), take as an example any case where I sit and try to think
through some abstract problem — comparing competing explanations of
autism, say. In such cases I find that my thoughts will consist almost
entirely of inner dialogue. Consider another point, too — learners of a
second language will characteristically report that there is a watershed in
the learning process at which they begin to be able to think in (and even
dream in!) the language under study. Then such people, at least, must be
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under the impression that they do their thinking in one natural language
or another.

Many others of our thoughts consist of combinations of natural-lan-
guage sentences and mental images. For example, while driving home I
might be considering how to re-arrange the furniture in my office, and I
might think to myself, ‘I shall put the desk there’, where there relates to a
visual image of a particular location by the window. Even in those rarer
cases where the only introspective vehicle of thought is a mental image, it
seems that there is, almost always, an implicit sentential embedding to
endow the image with a determinate content. For example, when faced
with a particular practical problem, such as how to reach an object on top
of a tall wardrobe, the solution may come to me simply in the form of a
visual image, such as myself standing on top of a stool. In such a case the
image may get its significance from my disposition to entertain in thought a
sentence such as, ‘If I place the stool like zhaz, then I shall be able to
reach.’

Introspection informs us of a good deal more than all this, indeed.
Some people report that their thoughts occur to them in the form of
images of different heard voices, as if a number of different people were
speaking to them, or as if they were hearing themselves speak (see
Hurlburt, 1990 and 1993). For example, without prior teaching or
prompting I asked my son Isaac (then aged 4'4) how he did his thinking.
He replied, ‘I think in English.’ I asked him how he knew this, and he
replied, ‘I can sear myself think.” As for myself, I can report that most of
my thoughts occur in the form of imaged conversations, in which I
imagine myself saying things, often, though by no means always, to a
determinate audience.

In fact this is the grain of truth, it seems to me, in the imagist theory of
thinking. It is images of natural language sentences which are the primary
vehicles of our conscious thoughts, and we think and reason primarily by
manipulating such images. So, while it may be true that we could not
think consciously at all unless we had imagination, studying the nature of
mental imagery will be a good deal less useful in investigating the nature
of thought than will studying the nature of natural language. For it is not
the image, as such, which carries the content of the thought, but rather
what is imaged — namely, a natural-language sentence.

We often do our thinking aloud, or on paper. (Indeed, this fact causes
particular problems for the communicative conception of language, with
its special emphasis on the role of natural language in communication, as
we shall see in Chapter 3.) It is common for young children to accompany
their games and activities with spoken monologues, and many adults, too,
will chat to themselves when alone, or to their babies and pets. Even more



52 2 Which language do we think with?

frequently, those of us whose work involves the written word — whether
academics, or bureaucrats, or business executives — will do much of our
thinking on paper, or at the keyboard. In many such cases one does not
first entertain a private thought and then write it down; rather, the think-
ing s the writing.

Even many overtly communicative uses of language can equally be
characterised as a kind of public thinking. For example, consider cases
where one reasons with someone, trying to convince them of the truth of
some proposition, or of something that they should do. Here, again, the
activities of thinking and speaking seem inseparable. All this is provided,
of course, that introspection is correct in telling us that we think in the
public medium, rather than that we translate our prior thought o that
medium.

According to introspection, then, private and public thought are alike
in that they both involve sentences of natural language. Just as a good deal
of private thinking consists in the imaging of spoken or heard sentences,
and in the manipulation of such images; so, too, many overt uses of lan-
guage would seem to constitute a sort of public thinking. And both sorts of
thinking operate in an essentially similar manner — namely, in the one case
in the imaging of, and in the other case in the utterance or writing of,
sequences of natural language sentences.

These similarities may be further confirmed by our impression of what
happens when we make the transition from private thought to public
utterance, or vice versa. For example, I may be thinking, privately, about
where to go on holiday next year, entertaining such thoughts as, ‘It would
be nice to go somewhere hot.” Then, realising that my wife has entered the
room, I may say aloud, ‘We could go to Avignon this time.’ In such cases
there is no introspective impression of Aiatus, or of transition between
radically distinct symbolic systems. It is quite unlike even those cases
where one makes a spoken transition between different natural languages
— as when, while in France, I negotiate a purchase for my son, and have to
switch backwards and forwards between English and French. Indeed, it
seems much more like those instances which often occur when I lecture,
where I utter one sentence aloud and then write the next on the black-
board. In both cases the sentences follow one another smoothly, as part of
the same unbroken chain of thought.

2.3 The scope and strength of the introspective thesis

The arguments sketched above seem to show that at least some human
thought does in fact involve natural language — though I shall shortly
begin to consider some possible replies from the lovers of Mentalese. But
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the scope of the thesis is, so far, quite severely restricted. In the first place,
of course, the thesis defended above extends only to thoughts that are con-
scious, since it was based on the deliverances of introspection. If there are
thoughts that are non-conscious, as I shall suggest in Chapter 5 that there
are, then nothing has as yet been said to suggest that they, too, will involve
natural language. Perhaps less obviously, but more importantly, the intro-
spective thesis so far defended only extends to occurrent, or episodic, acts
of thinking, not to thoughts that are standing states, as are most beliefs,
desires, and intentions.

There is a general distinction to be drawn amongst mental states
between those that are episodic events — occurring at particular times
with particular, if not exactly measurable, durations — and those that are
not. In the former category will fall bodily sensations, emotions, percep-
tions, imaginings, and after-images, as well as acts of thinking, wondering
whether, supposing, deciding, remembering, and so on.When I feel a stab
of pain in my ankle while running, or see a rabbit jump from my path into
the bushes, or wonder whether it is time to turn for home, these are all
mental events that occur at particular times in my life.

In the category of standing states, in contrast, will fall beliefs, desires,
hopes, intentions, and memories, as well as character traits such as
generosity and credulity. My belief that Sheffield is in England, and my
memory of my fifth birthday-party, are states that I will retain throughout
most of my life. The general term ‘thought’, in philosophical use, includes
events and states from both categories, covering all those that take
propositional objects, being canonically described by means of a that-
clause. So perceptions, propositional thinkings, imaginings, and acts of
remembering, as well as long-term beliefs, desires, and intentions (but
not sensations or character traits) are all of them thoughts, in this sense.

Now it is only episodic thoughts that can be characterised as events in
consciousness, or that are immediately available to introspection. For one
can, for example, easily forget what one believes, or desires, or intends.
Since we cannot directly introspect our beliefs, desires, or intentions, it
has not yet been shown that they, too, involve natural language. So the
most that has been established by the introspective argument given
above, is that our episodic acts of thinking involve natural language, not
that all thoughts do.

Even this is too strong, indeed. For in philosopher’s usage, not only
would acts of judging-that, wondering whether, and such like, be
described as ‘(occurrent) thoughts’, so too would perceptual states of
seeing-that, hearing-that, and so on, as also would states of imagining-
that.Yet it is hardly very plausible to claim that we see in natural language,
or entertain visual or auditory images in natural language! When I notice
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a car approaching while I am crossing a road, and quicken my pace
accordingly, it does not seem plausible to claim that my perception of the
car is expressed in English, or constitutively involves any English sen-
tence. Of course I may think consciously to myself, ‘I had better get out of
the way of that car’; but then I may not — I may just act appropriately, on
the basis of my conscious perception. Equally, as we noted in section 1.8,
when I entertain a visual image of the street-layout of the city of Sheffield,
it is plain that I need not be entertaining any English description.

So the most that I should wish to claim on the basis of introspection, is
that it is episodic, properly propositional, thinkings (in the narrow sense,
to include acts of judging-that, wondering whether, supposing-that, and
so on, but not including perceptual or quasi-perceptual states of seeing-
that, or hearing-that, or imagining-that) which constitutively involve
natural language. It is one thing to notice a car approaching, or to imagine
the wind on my face, and another thing to think ro myself that there is a car
coming, or that it is windy today. And it is only the latter events which are
language-involving, if introspection is to be believed — although, as we
shall see in Chapters 7 and 8, it may well be the case that conscious per-
ceivings and imaginings only achieve their status as conscious by virtue of
being made available to a kind of thinking which does involve natural lan-
guage.

I have suggested that the scope of the introspective thesis should be
restricted to occurrent propositional thinkings. However, there may be a
way in which it could be extended to include standing-state propositional
attitudes as well. For we can draw a further distinction between beliefs
and desires which are dormant and those which are active. Most of our
beliefs and desires lie dormant for most of the time, continuing to exist,
but without having any effect on current mental processes. My belief that
Sheffield is in England is something that I retain throughout my life, but
only rarely does it make any difference to what I think or do. Sometimes,
however, those beliefs and desires become active, as when one forms new
beliefs on the basis of old, or acts so as to satisfy a desire.

Now, it is highly plausible that one way in which a standing state can
become active is by emerging as, or causing, an appropriately related epi-
sodic event. Thus, one way for my belief that roses are powerfully scented
to become activated, is for it to cause me to think, in assertoric mode,
‘Roses are powerfully scented.” And one way for my desire for fame to
become activated, is for me to think to myself, ‘Would that I were
famous!’, or something sufficiently similar. (These points will prove to be
of some importance in Chapter 6.) Then if these latter episodic events
involve natural language, as the argument from introspection suggests, it
will follow that the standing states must also involve such language, at
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least to this extent — that they are partly constituted by their disposition to
give rise to episodic events which involve natural language.

(It does not yet follow, of course, that one’s beliefs and desires are stored
as, or in the form of, natural-language sentences. But considerations of
simplicity would certainly suggest it. If a large part of the way in which
beliefs and desires function actively in cognition is through natural lan-
guage, then it would certainly make sense that they should also be stored
in that form.)

It begins to seem plausible that a good deal of conscious human think-
ing, at least, might involve natural language. But this claim is still rela-
tively weak, for our purposes. For no modal conclusions are yet
warranted. That our conscious thinkings do occur in, or involve, natural
language does not yet show that they must, not even out of mere natural
necessity. It will be the task of Chapter 8 to try to establish this stronger
conclusion. But what does already follow from the considerations above —
at least if they stand unchallenged - is that our conscious thinkings do not
occur in Mentalese.

If my conscious thinkings take place in English, as I have claimed on
the basis of introspection that they do, then of course they do not take
place in any other natural language, let alone in a supposedly innate, uni-
versal, symbolic system such as Mentalese. So if the argument from intro-
spection is allowed to stand, we have already done enough to show that
Fodor and others are wrong to claim that all thoughts are expressed in
Mentalese. It may turn out to be the case that non-conscious episodic
thinkings occur in Mentalese, and it might remain possible, though
unlikely, that standing state thoughts should be stored in that form. But
conscious episodic thinkings would definitely seem, at this point, to
involve natural language. I shall return to consider Fodor’s possible
avenues of reply in section 2.5 below.

2.4 Objections and elucidations

The introspective thesis that we do much of our conscious thinking in
natural language sentences faces a number of intuitive objections. In this
section I shall address as many of them as I can, taken in no particular
order. Some of these objections will be returned to in much more detail in
later chapters.

(1) ‘A thought can surely occur to us in a flash, fully-formed and appar-
ently determinate in content, without there being time for any sentence
expressing that thought to be formulated, and without any such sentence
being introspectively accessible.’

But the reply to this is relatively easy, and is the one given by
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Wittgenstein (1953, sections 318—20). Lightning-like thought can occur
in the same way and for the same reason that it is possible to make a note
of a thought in a few pencilled dashes — namely, what makes those dashes
into the expression of a complete thought is my ability to expand them
into such a thought, together with my present disposition to make use of
them as if they already expressed such a thought. The phenomenon of
lightning-like thought is one which is, in fact, equally characteristic of
public speech or writing as of private thinking, and so cannot serve to
undermine the claim that we think in natural-language sentences.

(2) ‘But surely we are often aware of a thought, or of entertaining a con-
scious thought, without any sentence figuring amongst the data available
to introspection. For example, when choosing amongst a number of gar-
ments from a display I can surely judge that the right-hand one has the
more attractive colour without the form of words, “The right-hand one
has the nicest colour’, — or indeed any form of words — figuring in my
consciousness. And this is confirmed in the experience-sampling data
gathered by Hurlburt (1990 and 1993), since many subjects reported
having wordless, purely propositional, thoughts on occasion.’

My response to this point is to grant that we often have thoughts which
may not involve images, either of objects or of public-language sentences,
but to deny that those thoughts are conscious ones. In part this reply will
have to wait on the discussion of consciousness in later chapters. But very
roughly, what I mean by a conscious thought is one that we are aware of
ourselves having, when we have it, non-inferentially (in a way which is
different from our awareness of the thoughts of other people). But what
happens in cases of languageless (and imageless) apparently conscious
thinking, in my view, is that the thought is, in fact, not so available. Rather,
it is self-ascribed on the basis of a swift retrospective self-interpretation,
much as it might be ascribed to a third party. I shall return to defend this
way of looking at the issue in section 7.3, and then again more fully in
section 8.3.

(3) ‘But what of various forms of tip-of-the-tongue phenomena? It is a
familiar occurrence that people find themselves knowing (or at least
believing that they know) what they want to say, but being unable, for the
moment, to find quite the right words to express it — often with the sense
that there is a word or phrase which exactly fits what they mean, if only
they could recall it. Here, it seems, there is a thought which is both con-
scious and determinate prior to any natural-language sentence being
found for its expression, which would suggest that the thought itself is
independent of such language.’

But there are a variety of different kinds of phenomena involved here, in
fact (as Wittgenstein again points out, 1953, section 335), none of which
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raises a real problem for the introspective thesis defended above. One sort
of case is where there is, indeed, a determinate thought present, which is
expressed, at least in part, in some other form of representation. Asked for
directions to the City Hall I may find myself floundering, trying to express
my determinate (imagistic) knowledge in terms of names of streets, and
right and left turns. But since I have already allowed that some thinking —
particularly spatial thinking — can involve visual and other images, there is
no particular problem here.

In other sorts of case I believe it can plausibly be denied that there is
any determinate thought in existence prior to its linguistic formulation.
Rather, what happens is that I know (or believe) that there is thought
there to be had, and am confident that I would recognise it if I found it. In
fact, I am struggling to find — or to have — a thought of a certain sort, not
struggling to express a thought which I have already entertained. The
situation is rather like one in which, looking at some sort of visual puzzle
or maze, I can be entirely confident that the puzzle does have a solution,
and a solution of a certain sort, prior to the actual discovery of that solu-
tion. Evidence supporting this reading of the phenomena come from
those not-infrequent cases where, on pressing further for the thought
which I took to be there, I find that I was really just confused, and that
there exists »o thought of the kind that I wanted.

(4) ‘Consider examples where one makes a choice between alternative
words in expressing a thought. Does this not show that the thought itself
must already exist in consciousness independently of the words used to
express it?’

In fact not. And once again, the