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Davidson’s Notion of Supervenience 

ORON SHAGRIR 

1 Introduction 
 

In his “Mental Events”, Donald Davidson introduces supervenience into 

the philosophy of mind, and argues that it is consistent with his anomal-

ous monism. There has been much discussion ever since on whether su-

pervenience can secure dependence and anomalism at the same time. Cu-

riously, however, there has been little effort to explicate what Davidson 

means by supervenience; philosophers typically assume Kim's concep-

tion of supervenience. My aim here is to explicate the passages in which 

Davidson discusses supervenience. I argue that Davidson's supervenience 

is very different from the one assumed in contemporary philosophy of 

mind. I suggest that Davidson's supervenience is not dependence in the 

sense of some deeper metaphysical relation, but a constraint on the attri-

bution of mental and physical predicates. Whether this notion can be re-

conciled with anomalism is something I discuss elsewhere. 

Ruth Manor stressed the importance of a precise analysis of philo-

sophical concepts, without being dogmatic about former distinctions. Her 

2001 article on pragmatics and semantics is a wonderful exemplar of this 

approach: she recognizes the importance of a distinction between the 

concepts, but argues that there are essential links between them. I want to 
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believe that I bring Ruth's approach to the analysis of Davidson's notion 

of supervenience (who is also concerned, of course, with the semantics of 

natural languages). Analyzing Davidson's conception of supervenience 

reveals a different philosophical motivation and a very interesting ap-

proach to the complex and intricate relations between the mind and the 

physical world.     

  

2  The Characterization of Supervenience 

  

Davidson characterizes supervenience in several places. In “Mental 

Events”, he writes: 

 

Supervenience might be taken to mean that there cannot be 

two events alike in all physical respects but differing in 

some mental respect, or that an object cannot alter in some 

mental respects without altering in some physical respects 

(1970: 214).  
 

The first part of the sentence is a characterization in terms of indiscerni-

bility, namely, that “there cannot be two events alike in all physical re-

spects but differing in some mental respect”, that is, there cannot be two 

events that are physically indiscernible but mentally discernible. The 

second part is another characterization, one which construes superve-

nience in terms of covariance: “an object cannot alter in some mental 

respects without altering in some physical respects”, that is, mental 

changes co-vary with physical changes.  

In later writings, Davidson provides additional covariance definitions, 

according to which any mental difference between objects must be ac-

companied by a physical difference. In “Reply to Harry Lewis”, he 

writes:  

 

The notion of supervenience, as I have used it, is best 

thought of as a relation between a predicate and a set of pre-

dicates in a language: a predicate p is supervenient on a set 

of predicates S if for every pair of objects such that p is true 

of one and not of the other there is a predicate in S that is 

true of one and not of the other. (1985: 242) 

 

And in “Thinking Causes” he makes a similar claim:  
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The idea I had in mind is, I think, most economically ex-

pressed as follows: a predicate p is supervenient on a set of 

predicates S if and only if p does not distinguish any entities 

that cannot be distinguished by S. (1993: 4)  

 

On a charitable reading, Davidson‟s characterizations are all equivalent.
 1

 

Supervenience is a thesis about the relations between properties or cha-

racteristics or respects, e.g. mental and physical properties, which David-

son understands as predicates. These properties are ascribed to particu-

lars such as events, objects, and entities. To make things more explicit, 

let us take two sets of properties, R and S. We can think of R as a set of 

mental predicates, and of S as a set of physical predicates. We would say 

that R supervenes on S just in case the following condition holds: 

 

For every M of R and for every pair of objects (events, entities) x 

and y, if for every P of S, Px ↔ Py (i.e., x and y are S-

indiscernible), then Mx ↔ My (i.e., x and y are R-indiscernible). 

 

Let us compare this characterization to Kim's notions of supervenience. 

First, Kim (1984) famously distinguishes between a strong and a weak 

reading of this condition. On the strong reading, the condition applies to 

every pair of possible objects x and y, even if they inhabit “different 

worlds”. On the weak reading, it applies to every pair of objects belong-

ing to the same world (any world), but need not apply to objects across 

worlds.
2

 In “Thinking Causes”, Davidson says that his version of super-

venience is of the weak sort:    

 

                                                           
1

The first definition, in terms of indiscernibility, is just the contrapositive formulation of 

the later covariance definitions. Physically indiscernible objects are mentally indiscernible 

iff mentally discernible objects are physically discernible. And mentally discernible ob-

jects are physically discernible iff for every mental predicate M that distinguishes between 

x and y (e.g., Mx, but My) there is a physical predicate P of S that also distinguishes 

between x and y. 
2

The standard formulation of these two variants is as follows:  

R strongly supervenes on S just in case for every M of R, for every pair of worlds v and 

w, and for every pair of objects x in v and y in w, if, for every P of S, Px ↔ Py, then Mx 

↔ My.  

R weakly supervenes on S just in case for every M of R, for every world w and for every 

pair of objects x and y in w, if, for every P of S, Px ↔ Py, then Mx ↔ My.  
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Kim himself (correctly, I think) finds my version of super-

venience very close to his „weak‟ supervenience, and as not 

entailing connecting laws. (1993: 4, n. 4) 

 

Second, Kim demonstrates that under assumptions of closure of S, strong 

and weak supervenience are equivalent, respectively, to strong and weak 

entailment P*  M principles, where P* is a maximal S-property.
3

 Un-

like Kim, Davidson never explicates supervenience in terms of entail-

ment conditionals P*  M.
4

 Third, Kim also introduces a notion of glob-

al supervenience, which, arguably, fits better with the thesis of external-

ism.
5

 Davidson, we recall, is an outspoken proponent of externalism. But 

it turns out that global supervenience is an intricate notion that comes 

with very different versions.
6

 Instead of invoking global supervenience, it 

suffices to use the individual notions but not limit S to monadic, micro, 

local, or intrinsic properties; it could include causal relations with the 

physical environment, and even bits of causal history.
7

 S could even in-

                                                           
3

Maximal S-properties are “the strongest consistent properties constructible” in S (Kim 

1984: 58), namely, are composed of “simple” properties by Boolean operations and nega-

tion. Here are the precise definitions of the entailment conditions:  

Strong entailment:  For every M of R there is a maximal S-property P* such that for every 

world w, and for every object x in w, if x has P*, then x has M.  

Weak entailment: For every M of R and for every world w there is a maximal S-property 

P* such that for every object x in w, if x has P*, then x has M. 
4

Whether Davidson thinks that supervenience implies the P*  M conditionals is an in-

teresting question. At one point, in his “Reply to Harry Lewis”, it seems that he does, as 

he states that “supervenience guarantees that the ontology of the subvenient predicates 

suffices for the supervenient predicate” (1985: 242). But he goes on to say he was “ar-

guing for… the identity of mental events with physical events” (1985: 243), describing 

that stance as “ontological reduction”. This indicates that ontological reduction is no more 

than the thesis of monism, which in turn explains why Davidson maintains that “it is ob-

vious that ontological reduction does not entail … nomological reduction” (1985: 242-

243), and that if supervenience is a truism then the “truth of monism is a truism” (1985: 

244). So there is absolutely no indication that Davidson sees supervenience as implying 

the P*  M conditionals, though these conditionals are not explicitly repudiated. 
5

I think it was Petrie (1987) who was first to point out the connection between global 

supervenience and externalism. See also Shagrir (2002).   
6

For the different varieties of global supervenience see Shagrir (2002) and Bennett 

(2004).  
7

See Davidson (1990a) for a list of the relevant factors in the attribution of mental states. 
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clude physical properties of remote objects if such properties are indeed 

relevant to the ascription of mental properties.
8

 

Davidson's statement about his notion of supervenience being of the 

weak variety is puzzling. The problem with weak supervenience is that it 

does not support dependence. Weak supervenience is consistent with the 

scenario in which my counterpart and I have exactly the same physical 

properties, but different mental properties. But then the mental difference 

is not due to our physical properties, since nothing related to our physical 

makeup, including past and present causal relations with their environ-

ment, differs. It would thus seem that there are mental properties that do 

not depend on physical properties.
9

 

Davidson himself rules out such scenarios. He maintains that in coun-

terfactual scenarios like the Twin-Earth and Swampman thought experi-

ments, the mental differences are accompanied by physical differences:  

 

What I take Burge‟s and Putnam‟s imagined cases to show 

(and what I think the Swampman example shows more di-

rectly) is that people who are in all relevant physical re-

spects similar (or „identical‟ in the necktie sense) can differ 

in what they mean or think… But of course there is some-

thing different about them, even in the physical world; their 

causal histories are different. (Davidson 1987: 32-33)  

 

Weak supervenience, however, lacks the modal force to support these 

psychophysical dependencies. Why, then, does Davidson invoke weak 

supervenience? One answer is that mental properties do not strongly su-

pervene on the intrinsic physical properties of agents, as the Twin-Earth 

and Swampman examples show. The mental only weakly supervenes on 

                                                           
8

We can thus take as the maximal property the object‟s complete “world-perspective” in 

terms of S properties.For a precise characterization see Stalnaker (1996) and Sider (1999). 

Another way of defining these “global” maximal properties is via closure under 

quantification. When taking P* to be maximal in this global sense, the strong entailment 

condition is equivalent to strong global supervenience; see Sider (1999).   
9

I assume that “worlds” refer to counterfactual cases. If, deferring to Davidson's aversion 

to possible worlds, we stipulate that only cases found in our world will be considered, 

then the conditionals P*  M will support dependence, but will also be counterfactual-

supportive, that is, they will be connecting laws. 
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intrinsic physical properties: two agents of the same “world” that are 

physically indiscernible are also mentally indiscernible.
10

  

However, this answer is deficient. It is true that the mental does not 

strongly supervene on intrinsic physical properties, but it does strongly 

supervene on intrinsic and extrinsic physical properties. It thus makes 

more sense to use strong supervenience over intrinsic and extrinsic phys-

ical properties, which reflects dependence, rather than using weak super-

venience over intrinsic physical properties alone, which does not reflect 

dependence. Even if weak supervenience does not lead to psychophysical 

laws that correlate mental properties and intrinsic physical properties, we 

still need another argument for showing why strong supervenience does 

not lead to laws that correlate mental properties with intrinsic and extrin-

sic physical properties. I return to this issue in the last section.   

   

3  The philosophical Role of Supervenience 
  

Davidson does not say much about the philosophical import of superve-

nience, but it is clear that his views on this are unique.
11

 One respect in 

which they are unusual has to do with the philosophical role of superve-

nience. Supervenience is widely upheld by nonreductive monists: those 

who maintain that every mental event is a physical event, but deny psy-

chophysical laws. Many who espouse versions of this view worry that it 

is insufficiently “materialistic”. The concern is that nonreductive monism 

says too little about the relations between mental and physical properties. 

Although it denies that mental properties are physical properties, it im-

poses no alternative constraints on the attribution of mental properties. 

Monism ensures that every object with mental properties also has physi-

cal properties, but, beyond that, anything goes: monism is consistent with 

                                                           
10

This line of answer can be extracted from what Davidson says in “Could There Be a 

Science of Rationality?”:  

[I]t is only if mental properties are supervenient on the physical properties of the agent 

that there can be any hope of identifying the mental properties with physical properties, or 

of finding lawlike connections between the two. If mental properties are supervenient not 

only on physical properties of the agent but in addition on the physical properties of the 

world outside the agent, there can be no hope of discovering laws that predict and explain 

behavior solely on the basis of intrinsic features of agents (1995: 122).   

For a detailed discussion of this proposal see Shea (2003) and Shagrir (2009). 
11

Davidson (1994) also takes supervenience to be a central pillar of his philosophy of 

mind.  
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the possibility that my physical counterpart has no mentality whatsoever, 

while my cup of coffee does. Surely a monistic, to say nothing of mate-

rialistic, doctrine that allows such wild attributions is worthless. Some-

thing must be done to close this gap. And this is where supervenience 

kicks in. The role of supervenience is to put more significant constraints 

on the psychophysical relations between mental and physical properties, 

without reducing mental properties to physical properties. Superve-

nience, on this account, is a secondary thesis that makes nonreductive 

monism materialistically kosher.  

“Mental Events” gives the impression that supervenience plays this 

legitimizing role in Davidson's philosophy.
12

 After presenting the tenets 

of anomalous monism, Davidson immediately introduces supervenience, 

saying that “although the position I describe denies there are psychophys-

ical laws, it is consistent with the view that mental characteristics are in 

some sense dependent, or supervenient, on physical characteristics” (p. 

214). From this we might conclude that Davidson, too, feels obliged to 

complement his monistic thesis about events with a substantive and posi-

tive thesis about the psychophysical relations between predicates. But 

later on, in his “Reply to Harry Lewis” (1985) and in “Thinking Causes” 

(1993), it turns out that this is not how Davidson sees the role of super-

venience. Declaring that “supervenience in any form implies monism; 

but it does not imply either definitional or nomological reduction”, Da-

vidson reveals that he invoked supervenience to demonstrate that ano-

malous monism is consistent: “So if (non-reductive) supervenience is 

consistent (as the syntax-semantics example proves it is) so is AM [ano-

malous monism]” (1993:5).
13

  

Contrary to first impressions, then, supervenience is not a secondary 

thesis intended to correct the deficiencies of the primary doctrine of non-

reductive monism. There is no evidence that Davidson deems his ano-

                                                           
12

This is indeed Kim‟s impression: “Clearly, mind-body supervenience is a net addition to 

anomalous monism. By adopting it, Davidson has substantially strengthened his position 

on the mind-body problem” (2003: 130).  
13

See also “Reply to Harry Lewis” (Davidson 1985: 243-244). Lewis (1985) had objected 

that supervenience is trivially true, since any two events are discernible in some physical 

respect. But Davidson is unperturbed by the alleged triviality of supervenience, asserting 

that “if Lewis is right that it is a truism that there cannot be two events alike in all physi-

cal respects, the truth of monism is a truism” (1985: 244), which suggests that the role of 

supervenience is not to strengthen anomalous monism, but to establish its consistency.     
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malous monism to be in need of reinforcement, whereas we do have evi-

dence that Davidson does not take supervenience to provide such rein-

forcement.  Davidson, of course, does resist the idea that mental proper-

ties float freely, as it were, over the physical domain, and does take su-

pervenience as asserting that the mental depends on the physical realm. 

But this claim about dependency is not made as a substantive addition to 

anomalous monism. Rather, supervenience is used to help establish both 

monism and the consistency of anomalous monism. Davidson deploys 

supervenience once again in “Thinking Causes”, this time to secure the 

causal relevance of mental properties. The claim made is that superve-

nience entails that an event's mental properties make a difference to its 

causal relations.
14

 

Davidson‟s supervenience is also unique with respect to the notion of 

dependence. Most philosophers, following Kim, maintain that mind-body 

supervenience is grounded in some deeper metaphysical relation. The 

idea is that any P*  M conditional reflects the dependence of M on P*, 

and this dependence is a metaphysical determination relation, e.g. identi-

ty, constitution, emergence, or realization, which underlies and explains 

the supervenience relations. It is thus not surprising that, in the context of 

supervenience, the notions of dependence and determination are often 

used interchangeably.
15

 The implicit assumption is that M depends on P* 

by virtue of M's being determined by P*, whereas determination is un-

derstood as a metaphysical determination.
16

 

Davidson's notion of dependence is different. The idea that the appli-

cation of a mental predicate is grounded in some metaphysical determi-

nation of the mental by a fixed physical basis is foreign to Davidson's 

approach. He never hints that the mental depends on the physical by vir-

tue of some metaphysical determination relation; and he certainly does 

not introduce the more familiar determination relations to substantiate his 

supervenience thesis.
17

 In fact, in “Thinking Causes”, the main argument 

                                                           
14

See Davidson (1993: 13-14); the term “properties” is Davidson's.  
15

See, e.g. Bennett (2004). 
16

See Kim, who writes that “mind-body supervenience … points to the existence of a 

dependency relation” (1998: 10), which grounds or accounts for it.  
17

Davidson associates supervenience with the term determination only once, in “The Ma-

terial Mind”: “There is a sense in which the physical characteristics of an event (or object 

or state) determine the psychological characteristics; in G.E. Moore's view, psychological 
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for the causal relevance of mental properties suggests that supervenience 

is not such a determination relation. He asserts: “supervenience as I have 

defined it does, as we have seen, imply that if two events differ in their 

psychological properties, they differ in their causal properties (which we 

assume to be causally efficacious). If supervenience holds, psychological 

properties make a difference to the causal relations of an event, for they 

matter to the physical properties, and the physical properties matter to 

causal relations” (1993: 14). But it is apparent that “make a difference” 

cannot be understood to mean “determine” in a metaphysical sense. For it 

refers to the mental-to-physical direction, whereas the pertinent meta-

physical relation is in the physical-to-mental direction. It is most unlikely 

that Davidson would take supervenience to point to metaphysical deter-

mination of the mental by the physical, and still claim that supervenience 

implies that mental properties “matter to the physical properties”. 

We see that Davidson does not uphold the idea that supervenience re-

flects metaphysical physical-to-mental determination or a dependence 

relation. It seems, moreover, that he also rejects the idea that dependence 

(of mental on the physical) grounds or accounts for supervenience. If 

anything, it is the other way around. Davidson says that “supervenience 

gives a sense to the notion of dependence here, enough sense anyway to 

show that mental properties make a causal difference” (1993: 14). So it is 

not that dependence accounts for supervenience, but, if anything, depen-

dence is explicated in terms of the supervenience of the mental on the 

physical. 

Lastly, it is telling that Davidson invokes supervenience in causal 

contexts. In discussing the Twin-Earth and Swampman cases, Davidson 

insists that “of course there is something different about them, even in 

the physical world; their causal histories are different.” He later de-

scribes supervenience as implying that “mental properties make a causal 

difference.” And he links supervenience with the causal nature of the 

mental, stating that “Kim, as we noted, thinks my version of superve-

nience implies that all mental properties could be withdrawn from the 

world and this would make no difference to causal relations; but this 

supposition turned out to be incompatible with my understanding of su-

                                                                                                                                   
concepts are supervenient on physical concepts”. But he immediately makes clear that 

determinacy here is nothing more than indiscernibility: “it is impossible for two events 

(objects, states) to agree in all their physical characteristics … and to differ in their psy-

chological characteristics” (1973a: 253).   
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pervenience” (1993: 14); and that “[s]upervenience as I defined it is con-

sistent with … the assumption that there are no psychophysical laws … It 

is not even slightly plausible that there are no important general causal 

connections between mental and physical properties of events. I have 

always held that there are such connections” (1993: 14). 

Let me sum up the distinctive features of Davidson‟s supervenience I 

have mentioned. Supervenience is not a secondary thesis the objective of 

which is to reinforce anomalous monism. It is not explicated by some 

deeper metaphysical determination or dependence relation, but, if any-

thing, it is supervenience that gives cogency to the notion of dependence. 

And it has something to do with the “causal connections between mental 

and physical properties of events”. In addition, he characterizes superve-

nience in terms of indiscernibility or covariance and not in terms of the 

entailment P*  M conditionals, and declares that his supervenience is 

of the weak kind. But what are we to make of all this? Can we extract 

from these remarks a cohesive notion of supervenience? Can we say what 

supervenience is?  

 

4  A Davidsonian Conception of Supervenience 
 

I propose an understanding of supervenience that fits in with Davidson's 

remarks on supervenience, and with his overall philosophical outlook. 

Hence even if not exactly Davidson's notion in every detail, this notion of 

supervenience can be characterized as Davidsonian. The proposal is that 

supervenience is a thesis about the relations between the application of 

physical predicates and the procedures of interpretation: the procedures 

by which an interpreter attributes mental predicates to others on the basis 

of what they say and do.
18

  The thesis is that the relations are not arbi-

trary, but are constrained by the indiscernibility condition. The constraint 

is that an attribution of mental difference is always accompanied by some 

physical difference. Put differently, supervenience states that an interpre-

                                                           
18

There is an intimate linkage between interpretation and mentality in Davidson's philoso-

phy of mind – between someone's thinking that p, and his being interpreted as thinking 

that p on the basis of what he says and does: “Thoughts, desires, and other attitudes are in 

their nature states we are equipped to interpret; what we could not interpret is not 

thought” (Davidson 1990b: 88). For a comprehensive analysis of the relations between 

interpretation and mentality, see Child (1994, chapter 1). See also Davidson (1973b, 

1974).  
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ter ascribes the same mental properties to objects or events unless there 

is some physical difference about them, i.e. in their physical makeup, 

environment, or in their causal histories. If there is no such physical dif-

ference, there is no mental difference. 

But what is the rationale for supervenience? Why impose the no-

mental-difference-without-a-physical-difference constraint, if not for me-

taphysical determination? One answer is that supervenience is a very mi-

nimal consistency constraint on psychophysical relations.
19

 It does little 

more than remind us that an interpreter has no reason to ascribe different 

mental properties to objects with exactly the same physical states, includ-

ing past and present relations with their environments.
20

  

A more interesting answer is that supervenience is an offshoot, at 

least to some extent, of other constraints. In saying this, I have in mind 

the linkage between supervenience and the “causal connections between 

mental and physical properties of events”. These causal connections can 

be characterized in two divergent ways. According to the nomological 

conception, where there is a causal relation, there is a law, a strict physi-

cal law. In particular, causal relations are underwritten by laws that con-

strain the interpreter to ascribe exactly the same physical properties to 

two objects that have exactly the same causal interactions with the physi-

cal environment. The other characterization is in terms of the crucial role 

such causal connections play in fixing the content of thoughts, beliefs, 

and other attitudes. The public and intersubjective character of the men-

tal prompts the interpreter to ascribe the same mental properties to two 

objects that have exactly the same causal interactions with their envi-

ronments. Supervenience can be seen as linking the two characterizations 

by emphasizing that the physical (type) identity that is constrained by 

laws is accompanied by mental (type) identity that is constrained by in-

tersubjectivity.
21

 

                                                           
19

This was suggested by John Heil in a private communication.  
20

The constraint is also minimal in that it is not very practical, as any two objects differ in 

some physical respect. 
21

It should be noted, however, that supervenience is not the claim that mental states are 

public, or accessible to the interpreter, viz., that an interpreter can tell, under favorable 

conditions, what someone thinks and believes. Supervenience is a claim about what the 

interpreter should do in any given circumstance, namely, assign the same mental proper-

ties to objects unless she can identify some physical difference between them. Superve-

nience does not imply, without further assumptions, that there are favorable circumstances 
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My proposal, then, is that the supervenience of the mental on the 

physical is not dependence in the sense of some deeper metaphysical re-

lation. Rather, the mental depends on the physical in the sense that the 

application of mental predicates is constrained by their supervenience 

relations with physical predicates, that is, by the indiscernibility condi-

tion. But what exactly does this come down to? What is the modal force 

of this condition?  

The supervenience condition should be strong in one sense and weak 

in another. It should be strong enough to support the counterfactuals in 

the pertinent thought experiments, where Davidson insists that there is 

something different in the physical properties of Davidson and Swamp-

man (who differ in their mental states), and something different in the 

physical properties of Oscar and his Twin-Earth doppelganger. It should 

be weak enough to justify Davidson's assertion that his notion is of the 

weak sort, one that does not entail connecting laws.  

One way to formulate such a notion is in a two-dimensional system 

where the “metaphysical” dimension consists of “worlds” that are the 

usual counterfactual situations, as in the Twin-Earth and Swampman ex-

amples.
22

 The “epistemic” dimension consists of “scenarios”; these are 

points-of-view from which we assign extensions to predicates in these 

worlds. We can think of these scenarios, very roughly, as possible (“epis-

temic”) states along the interpretation process, in which an interpreter 

correlates mental and physical properties; at each stage she assigns men-

                                                                                                                                   
under which the physical differences will be accessible to the interpreter. And it does not 

imply that these physical differences, even if accessible, can serve to tell what the mental 

differences are. The physical differences do not even imply that there is a mental differ-

ence, for not every physical difference results in a mental difference. Knowing that there 

is a mental difference, and knowing what the difference is, calls for knowledge of the 

conditionals P*  M. But, as I attempt to show below, it does not follow from superve-

nience that there are any such strong conditionals.  

 Is supervenience implied by the public nature of the mental? I am not sure. The public 

nature of the mental implies that if two objects differ mentally, this is reflected in some 

difference with respect to what they say and do. Saying (i.e. meaning) and doing (i.e. 

acting), however, are not physical properties, but see Heal (1997: 176), who points out 

that radical interpretation “starts from information, all of which is non-semantic” (see also 

Davidson 1973b: 128). Supervenience could perhaps be seen as the claim that public 

differences reach all the way to the physical world. Even if the bodily movements and 

utterances are exactly the same, as in the Twin-Earth and Swampman examples, the attri-

bution of different thoughts must have some physical manifestation.  
22

For a two-dimensional approach, see, e.g., Chalmers (2004).  
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tal properties to objects with certain physical properties. The states differ 

not in the meaning (“secondary intensions”) we assign to predicates, but 

rather in the amount of evidence available to the interpreter. 

The idea is that supervenience is strong in the metaphysical dimen-

sion, but weak in the epistemic dimension. Put more explicitly, we would 

say that R supervenes on S just in case:  

  

For every M of R, for every scenario Ci, for every pair of 

worlds Wj and Wk, viewed from this scenario, and for every 

pair of objects x in Wj and y in Wk, the following condition 

holds: if, for every P of S, Px ↔ Py, then Mx ↔ My.  

 

Let me explicate the difference between the dimensions by means of ex-

ample. It's 10:00 o'clock on Sunday morning. Mary is trying to figure out 

what Frank wants to do. Two games, one baseball, the other soccer, are 

scheduled to be broadcast at 11:00 a.m. Mary, being a knowledgeable 

scientist, knows Frank‟s physical condition and movements, his physical 

environment, bits of his physical past, and so on, perhaps even his max-

imal physical state P*. Based on the evidence she has about his behavior, 

environment and history, Mary attributes to Frank the mental state M, 

i.e., a preference to watch soccer over baseball. Supervenience compels 

Mary to keep the correlation between P* and M across counterfactual 

situations (worlds along the metaphysical dimension). She will attribute 

to Dave, who has P*, the mental state M, and she will attribute to Frank's 

counterpart on Twin-Earth ~M only if he has ~P*. 

Supervenience, however, does not compel Mary to keep the correla-

tion between P* and M along the epistemic dimension, across scenarios. 

Here is what might be a different scenario. Since Mary is no sports fan, 

she departs to her lab. Returning home at noon, Mary finds Frank on the 

sofa watching the baseball game. What should she do in this scenario, in 

light of this new piece of evidence? Mary has no reason to doubt her past 

attribution of P*, i.e. that Frank had P* at 10:00. The attribution of P* 

was fixed, via a comprehensive closed system of laws, by the complete 

physical state before 10:00. Nothing that happened after 10:00 gives her 

any reason to change this attribution. However, Mary has good reason to 

revise her previous assessment of Frank‟s state of mind. In light of the 

new evidence, she can now say that it is better to attribute to individuals 

with P* M' rather than M. In particular, she can say that although Frank 

was in a physical state P* at 10:00, he nonetheless had M', i.e., he pre-
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ferred, at 10 o'clock, to watch baseball over soccer. Having attributed M' 

to someone with P*, supervenience compels Mary to keep this correla-

tion along the metaphysical dimension. In particular, Mary will attribute 

to Dave, who has P*, the mental state M', and she will attribute to Frank's 

counterpart on Twin-Earth ~M', e.g., M, only if he has ~P*. 

Can we reconcile this notion of supervenience with the thesis of ano-

malism? Elsewhere (Shagrir, 2009) I consider and criticize several pro-

posals that appeal to the maximality of physical properties. Another op-

tion is taking advantage of the weak aspect of the proposed notion of su-

pervenience. Whether this notion is indeed compatible with anomalism is 

something I hope to explore in future work.
23
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