Richard Davies: biobiographical profile

Richard Davies was born in London and read Philosophy at Trinity College, Cambridge. Upon
graduating, he was awarded a British Academy grant to pursue research in Philosophy (PhD 1992),
and gave supervisions in almost all subjects provided for in the Tripos, as well as running university
seminars in Metaphysics and Logic. In his last year in Cambridge, he was Director of Studies in
Philosophy at Christ’s College and at Fitzwilliam College. For several years, he was Lecturer in
Philosophy at the University of Birmingham. After moving to Italy, he collaborated with the Centre
for Research in Metaphysics at the Catholic University of Milan and taught English at the
University of Bergamo. Since 2000, he has taught History of Philosophy and Theoretical
Philosophy at the University of Bergamo.

Aiming to enrich his initial formation firmly in the analytic tradition, Davies has sought to bring
to bear on some classic philosophical texts questions and styles of questioning that have been at the
centre of recent debates and, in turn, to use the results as food for thought about the questions that
happen to be of current interest to analytic philosophers. In this optic, he aims to be faithful to the
division of the examination papers for Part IA of the Philosophy Tripos: Metaphysics, Logic, Ethics
and Set Texts.

In a running interrogation of Descartes’ theory of knowledge, Davies has sought to bring to the
fore some elements of recent virtue-theoretical insights in epistemology already latent in Cartesian
writings', in contrast with some misleading appropriations of the initial position set out in the
Meditations®. While Descartes’ (in)famous doctrine of dualism may be even more mysterious than
is often thought, when it is placed against a certain background”, it is worth considering Descartes’
own self-positioning against that background, as a reticent participant in the philosophical debates
of his day”.

At the intersection of epistemology and ontology, there arise a range of questions about the
standing of and about our access to a range of categories that do not seem to fit traditional
dichotomies of particular and universal. While some of these questions may be answered in
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question’. One particular area of interest here is that presented by the recent evolution of the status
of the objects of intellectual property, especially what are known as documents®.

Davies’ longstanding interests in logic run in two main directions. One is towards a synthesis of
recent formal developments within the traditions running back to Aristotle’s Organon’, along with
clarification of some purely technical — but alarmingly basic — matters, for instance to do with
conditionals and quantification®. In the other, there are the vexed questions of how to recognise and
diagnose arguments that appear to have gone awry’, especially when, as may happen for instance in
the philosophy of time, the availability of certain formalisms seems to close down questions that
are, and perhaps should remain, controversial'’. In like manner, though Hume claimed to have a
decisive argument against miracles, the main text in which he makes this claim seems to crumble in
our hands when we try to extract the argument' .

At the intersection of ethics and political theory, the currently going theories seem to divide
between those that hark back to utilitarianisms of various sorts and those that repropose versions of
social contract theory. One figure who stands at the watershed between these two tendencies is
Cesare Beccaria, whose Of Crimes and Punishments (1764) Davies translated into English for the
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utilitarianism cannot be; but very few philosophers have wanted to identify pleasure and the good;
one exception is Eudoxus of Cnidus, who, if Plato and Aristotle are to be believed, provided some
surprisingly strong arguments in favour of just that identification'’. While social contract theories
come in two main flavours, the Hobbesian and the Lockeian, according to how one conceives of the
starting circumstances from which the supposed contract emerges'®, the thought experiment of
Rawls’ original position may be decisive in providing criteria of the justice or otherwise of certain
social arrangements, including but not limited to the question of the role of women'’.

While recognising but deprecating the appeal of styles of philosophising athwart the analytic
tradition'®, Davies cannot but concede not only that there is no plausible candidate for what
Descartes called a ‘method’ in the subject, but also that there is no obvious order in which to

confront the challenges that the traditional questions pose' .
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