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ABSTRACT 

Methodological Physicalism is the thesis that causal-explanatory notions appearing in true 

explanations must be physicalistically reducible. The thesis of methodological physicalism 

has figured prominently, if tacitly, in much recent work on propositional-attitude 

psychology, also known as folk psychology. The thesis serves as a premise in the 

arguments of both realists and eliminativists. Philosophers who fall into the former group 

include Fodor, Dretske, Millikan, Stalnaker, and others, while the latter group includes 

Quine and the Churchlands, amongst others. In chapter 1 I discuss seven arguments which 

argue for the truth of methodological physicalism. 

A principal thesis of this work is that methodological physicalism is false. I argue in 

chapter 2 that propositional-attitude notions are irreducible but playa causal-explanatory 

role in true explanations; in particular, in explanations of actions. My account of folk

psychological explanations of actions employs Garfinkel's ( 1981) notion of explanatory 

relativity. On Garfinkel's account, an explanandum consists of an event or state of affairs 

embedded in a contrast space of possible events or states of affairs. By being embedded in 

different contrast spaces one and the same event or state of affairs can be a constituent of 

distinct explananda. My account distinguishes between the explanation of an action and the 

explanation of the bodily movement which realizes that action, on the grounds that they 

embed the same bodily movement in distinct contrast spaces. One consequence of this 

view is that the causal-explanatory notions of explanations of actions, viz., propositional 

attitudes, are not reducible to the causal-explanatory notions of physical explanations of 

bodily movements. Propositional attitudes, I claim, are structural or systemic properties of 

brains. 
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Chapters 3 and 4 are concerned with attempts to give naturalistic reductions of 

intentionality. In chapter 3 I critically examine the teleological theory ofMilIikan, and in 

chapter 4 my concern is with Fodor's theory of asymmetric dependence. As I indicated 

above, the thesis of methodological physicalism underlies both of these reductionist 

proposals. The upshot of my discussion in these chapters is that neither of these proposals 

is capable of achieving its reductionist aims. 

The topic of chapter 5 is a view which I dub 'the deflationary theory of meaning.' Not 

only does the deflationary theory reject the thesis of methodological physicalism, it also 

denies the possibility of a substantive philosophical or scientific theory of propositional

attitude properties. I argue in this chapter that the deflationary theory is untenable in the 

face of Quinean arguments for the indetenninacy of translation: the deflationary theory is 

incompatible with either the truth or the falsity of the indetenninacy thesis. 

In the sixth and final chapter I reexamine the arguments for methodological physicalism 

cited in chapter 1. Among the important results to emrge from this discussion is the 

admission that folk-psychological generalizations cannot be explained in tenns of more 

basic physicalistic notions. 



1 

METHODOLOGICAL PHYSICALISM 

1.0 METHoDOLOGICAL PHYSICAUSM 

1 1 

Methodological physicalism is the thesis that causal-explanatory notions appearing in true 

explanations must be physicalistically reducible. In the context of an explanation, a notion 

is causal-explanatory if it refers to something, such as a property, which is causally 

efficacious; that is, if it refers to something which must be included in the inventory of 

factors that are causally responsible for the occurrence of the explanandum. 

One of the clearest examples of the doctrine of methodological physicalism at work 

comes from Field (1972). There he considers a situation in which a woman has two sons, 

one of whom is hemophilic. The standard genetic explanation of this difference in the 

siblings cites the presence of a gene for hemophilia in the hemophilic son. Of that 

explanation Field says the following: 

But now the doctrine of physicalism tells us that there must have been a physical 
difference between the two ova that explains why the first son had hemophilia and the 
second one didn't, if the standard genetic account is to be accepted. We should not rest 
content with a special biological predicate ''has-a-hemophilic-gene'' --rather, we should 
look for nonbiological facts (chemical facts; and ultimately physical facts) that underlie 
the correct application of this predicate. 1 

Field makes the acceptability of the genetic explanation contingent upon the physicalistic 

reducibility of the causal-explanatory notion "has-a-hemophilic gene," which is precisely 

what methodological physicalism demands. The principal topic of Field's paper is not 

biology but semantics. {construed broadly enough to include both the theories of meaning 

1 Field 1972, p. 358; emphasis the author's. 
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and intentionality) He draws the same conclusions for semantics that he does for genetics, 

arguing for the physicalistic reducibility of semantic notions on the grounds of their prima 

facie explanatory utility. 

Field is not the only philosopher who has taken upon himself the task of reducing 

semantic notions on the basis of an antecedent commitment to methodological physicalism. 

Dretske (1989), for example, says that he finds it "tempting" to have the task of choosing 

amongst theories of meaning hinge on " ... how easy they make the job of exhibiting the 

explanatory role ofmeaning.,,2 But it is clear from his own positive account of meaning 

that Dretske is assuming that any such theory of meaning must be reductionist, i.e., must 

show meaning properties to be naturalistic properties of some sort. Fodor (1987), to cite 

another example, begins his book on "commonsense belief/desire psychology" by 

emphasizing " ... (1) how often it goes righ~ (2) how deep it is, and (3) how much we do 

depend on it,,3 Later on in that same book, in a chapter entitled "Meaning and the World 

Order," Fodor makes the following pronouncement: 

It's hard to see ... how one can be a Realist about intentionality without also being, to 
some extent or other, a Reductionist. If the semantic and the intentional are real 
properties of things, it must be in virtue of their identity with (or maybe their 
supervenience on?) properties that are themselves neither intentional nor semantic. If 
aboutness is real, it must really be something else.4 

As one final example of a philosopher who attempts a reduction of intentional notions 

based on the presumption of explanatory utility, Millikan (1984, 1986) treats propositional 

attitudes as 'biological categories'; that is, as constructs having certain functions, i.e., 

2Dretske 1989, p. 5. 
3Fodor 1987, p.2; emphasis the author's. 
4Ibid., p. 97. 
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explanatory roles. She then goes on to give a natumlistic and thus reductionist gloss of 

their functions in terms of se1ectional histories. 

Even philosophers who deny the physicalistic reducibility of content-bearing states like 

the propositional attitudes make tacit use of methodological physicalism. Methodological 

physicalism entails that irreducible explanatory notions either are not causal-explanatory, or 

else do not appear in true explanations. One can find philosophers arguing for each of 

these positions. An example of the former is Quine (1960), whose reaction to "Brentano's 

thesis of the irreducibility of intentional idioms" goes as follows. 

One may accept the Brentano thesis either as showing the indispensability of intentional 
idioms and the importance of an autonomous science ofintention, or as showing the 
baselessness of intentional idioms and the emptiness of a science of intention. My 
attitude, unlike Brentano's, is the second.S 

As we shall see in section 2 of chapter 2, Quine gives a projectivist gloss of folk

psychological explanations of behavior, one in which the attribution of propositional 

attitlldes is treated as a "dmmatic idiom." On the other hand, Churchland (1981) accepts 

that propositional-attitude notions are causal-explanatory but then opts for their outright 

elimination on the grounds that they " ... appear (so far) to be incommensumble with or 

orthogonal to the categories of the background physical science whose long-term claim to 

explain human behavior seems undeniable."6 In other words, folk-psychological 

explanations of action are false, and propositional-attitude predicates are uninstantiated, 

according to Churchland, because propositional-attitude notions will not prove to be 

reducible to the explanatory notions of the physcial sciences. 

5Quine 1960, p.221. 
6Churchland 1981, p. 76. 



14 

The upshot then is that the thesis of methodological physicalism has figured prominently, 

if tacitly, in much recent work on 'propositional-attitude psychology,' or what I shall 

henceforth refer to as 'folk psychology.' In the chapters that follow I shall argue that such 

philosophers are mistaken in presupposing the truth of methodological physicalism. I will 

argue that propositional-attitude notions are irreducible but playa causal-explanatory role in 

true explanations--in particular, in explanations of actions. In chapter 2 I describe the 

precise manner in which propositional attitudes selVe to explain actions. If I am right, then 

such a causal-explanatory role requires the irreducibility of propositional attitudes. To 

further buttress my argument for the irreducibility of propositional attitudes, I critically 

examine in chapters 3 and 4 two prominent reductionist accounts of intentionality: Fodor's 

theory of asymmetric dependence and Millikan's teleological theory of content. I offer 

independent reasons for thinking that intentional idioms elude capture by either account. 

Methodological physicalism ties an explanatory notion's causal efficacy to its 

physicalistic reducibility. Schiffer (1987, 1990) argues that such a view presupposes a 

substantive--or what he calls a 'nonpleonastic' --theory of the properties referred by 

predicates appearing in explanations. He asserts that no such account of semantic and 

intentional properties can be correct, and he purports to show how intentional and semantic 

properties can be pleonastic (and thus irreducible) but causal explanatory. Schiffer's views 

on meaning and intentionality--which I refer to as 'deflationary' -- form the subject of 

chapter 5. Though I concur with Schiffer's idea that semantic and intentional properties are 

irreducible and causal explanatory, I argue in that chapter that such properties are not 

pleonastic. 

Before turning to these issues in later chapters, there are two further preliminary matters 

that need to be taken up in this chapter. First, I have described methodological physicalism 

as a reductionist thesis without saying anything about what reduction is. This will be the 
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topic of section 1 below. Second, I have credited many philosophers with a belief in the 

truth of methodological physicalism without suggesting any arguments that might be 

marshalled in support of the view. In section 2 of this chapter I outline several such 

arguments. In the sixth and final chapter I return to these arguments to evaluate them in the 

light of my thesis that propositional-attitude notions are causal explanatory and irreducible. 

1.1 INTERTHEORETIC REDUCTION 

I have spoken of methodological physicalism as the thesis that terms which playa causal-

explanatory role in true explanations must be physicalistically reducible. Talk of the 

reduction of one set of terms to another typically arises within the context of a discussion of 

intertheoretic reduction The standard account of intertheoretic reduction has it that a theory 

T is reduced to another theory T* just in case the explanatory laws ofT are entailed by 

those ofT* plus a set of bridge principles. Bridge principles are conceived ofas lawlike 

generalizations which 'connect' the terms of the reduced theory with those of the reducing 

theory. Thus the reduction of the terms of one theory T to those of some other theory T* is 

required precisely when we wish to reduce T to T*. A classic statement of this idea can be 

found in Nagel (1960). 

Let us finally consider what is formally required for the reduction of one science to 
another. The objective of the reduction is to show that the laws or general principles of 
the secondary science are simply logical consequences of the assumptions of the 
primary science. However, if these laws contain expressions that do not occur in the 
assumptions of the primary science, a logical derivation is clearly impossible. 
Accordingly, a necessary condition for the derivation is the explicit formulation of 
suitable relations between such expressions in the secondary science and expressions 
occurring in the premises of the primary discipline. 7 

7Nage11960, p. 301; my emphasis. 
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What 'tee the suitable relations of which Nagel speaks? Since bridge principles are 

needed for the derivation of the explanatory Jaws of the reduced theory from those of the 

reducing theory, it follows that bridge principles must themselves have the status oflaws.8 

Of course laws can take many different forms. It is clear that Nagel (1960) views bridge 

principles as having the form of identity statements. In discussing the deduction of the 

Boyle-Charles law from the laws of the kinetic theory of gases and Newtonian mechanics, 

Nagel claims that temperature (ofan ideal gas) ought to be "identified" with mean molecular 

kinetic energy. This same gloss of the semantic status of bridge principles can be found in 

Hempel (1966). For example, Hempel takes the mechanistic hypothesis that biology 

reduces to physics and chemistry to entail the "definability" of the terms of biology in terms 

of those of physics and chemistry. When he comes to giving specific examples of 

biological terms that have actually been defined in this way, the examples he cites are most 

naturally construed as malting identity claims: they all involve the definition of a natural 

ltind predicate in terms of molecular structures.9 

8This is because the context "It is a law that. .. " is not purely extensional. Thus from the fact that it is a 
law that all As are Bs, and the nonlawlike fact that all Bs are Cs, it does not follow that it is a law that all 
As are Cs. For example, let's imagine that it is a law that all objects which appear red under certain 
conditions reflect light of a certain wavelength. And let's further imagine that, as a matter of contingent 
fact, objects which reflect light of a certain wavelength are only found on Earth. It surely wouldn't follow 
from this that it is a law that objects which appear red under certain conditions are only found on Earth. 
9It is worth noting that bridge principles could effect the deduction of the laws of one theory from those of 
another even if they did not have the form of identity statements. For instance, a universally quantified 
material biconditional, provided it had the status of a law, could perform the logical role of a bridge 
principle. To understand why philosophers generally gloss bridge principles as identity statements, we need 
to examine the kinds of concerns which motivate philosophers to adopt methodological physicalism, which 
is what we will do in section 2 above. Roughly spealdng, the idea is that intertheoretic reductions could 
not assuage various sorts of philosophical concerns unless bridge principles took the form of identity 
statements. For example, intertheoretic reductions could not perform a certain kind of explanatory function 
if bridge principles were not formulated as identity statements. 

One final note. As we shall see in chapter 2, my argument for the irreducibility of propositional-attitude 
notions turns on the claim that the explanatory generalizations which employ such notions are not derivable 
from physicalistic laws. As far as this argument is concerned, nothing hangs on the resolution of the issue 
of the correct form for bridge principles. The considerations I raise in defense of my thesis are entirely 
independent of the question about bridge principles. 
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This is illustrated by the characterization of substances such as penicillin, testosterone, 
and cholesterol in tenns of their molecular structure-an achievement that pennits the 
"definition" of the biological tenns by means of purely chemical ones. 10 

We can sum up the discussion of this section in the following way. First, the reduction 

of the tenns of theory A to those of theory B via bridge principles is needed to effect the 

deduction--and hence reduction--ofthe explanatory laws of theory A from those of the 

theory B. Second, bridge principles take the fonn of identity statements. Given the rather 

close connection between the reducibility of tenns and the reducibility of laws, it should 

come as no surprise that many of the arguments in support of methodological physicalism 

are really arguments which purport to show a need for intertheoretic reduction. In the next 

section I shall present these arguments in some detail. 

1.2 THE CASE FOR REDUCfIONISM 

1.2.1 THE METHODOLOGICAL ARGUMENT 

Field (1972) claims that methodological physicalism functions as a 'high-level empirical 

hypothesis,' one which has " ... motivated a great deal of very profitable research into the 

chemical foundations of genetics." 11 Hempel (1966) discusses a view he calls 

"mechanism." For our purposes, "mechanism" is simply a name for the application to 

biology of the thesis of methodological physicalism. Hempel (1966) says the following 

about mechanism: 

[M]echanism is perhaps best construed, not as a specific thesis or theory about the 
character of biological processes, but as a heuristic maxim, as a principle for the 

10Hempe11966, p. 103. 
11 Field 1972, p. 358. 
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guidance of research. Thus understood, it enjoins the scientist to persist in the search 
for basic physico-chemical theories of biological phenomena rather than resign himself 
to the view that the concepts and principles of physics and chemistry are powerless to 
give an adequate account of the phenomena of life. Adherence to this maxim has 
certainly proved very successful in biophysical and biochemical research--a credential 
that cannot be matched by the vitalistic view of life) 2 

One can cull from these remarks an inductive argument supporting methodological 

physicalism, which I deem 'the methodological argument.' The first premise holds that the 

thesis of methodological physicalism serves to sustain research into the physico-chemical 

bases of phenomena that constitute the explananda of theories in the special sciences. The 

idea here is that in the absence of such a reductionist assumption, such research would be 

unmotivated 

The second premise holds that adherence to this maxim has in fact generated successful 

reductions, especially in the life sciences. Consequently, there is some positive evidence 

that methodological physicalism is true, and that the sorts of research projects it sustains 

will in fact yield successful reductions of the explanatory notions of the special sciences. 

1.2.2 OCKHAM'S RAZOR 

The thrust of the methodological argument is that methodological physicalism plays a 

foundational role in motivating certain empirical research programs. A second argument 

supporting methodological physicalism originates with a maxim that has come to be known 

as "Ockham's Razor." This is the principle that the more modest a theory is with regard to 

its ontological commitments, the more it is to be preferred, other things being equal. 

Ockham's Razor amounts to the demand that in theory construction we must be guided by 

the goal of trying to achieve a maximum of explanatory power with a minimum of 

12Hempe11966, p. 106. One finds very similar sentiments expressed in Putnam and Oppenheim (1958). 
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metaphysical commitments. Methodological physicalism is relevant here because one 

obvious way to achieve this dual goal of explanatory power and ontological parsimony is to 

seek a reduction of the explanatory concepts and laws of a special science theory to the 

concepts and laws of some more basic physical theory. For by reducing the concepts and 

laws of the special science theory one in effect preserves the explanations of that theory 

(hence there is no loss of explanatory power), since the explanatory generalizations of the 

special science theory are entailed by the laws of the reducing theory in conjunction with a 

set of bridge principles. And one attains the desired ontological economy, since a 

successful reduction shows that the ontological resources required by the reduced theory 

exactly coincides with that required by the reducing theory. 

Although no actual gas behaves in strict accordance with the ideal gas laws, for the sake 

of illustrating the above points about the role of intertheoretic reduction in minimizing 

ontological commitments and maximizing explanatory power let's imagine that there is 

some kind of gas G whose behavior precisely accords with the Boyle-Charles law for ideal 

gases. As Nagel (1960, 1961) points out, modulo certain statistical assumptions 

concerning the motions of the constituent molecules of an ideal gas, it is possible to derive 

from the principles of statistical mechanics a law which shows that the pressure of an ideal 

gas is proportional to the mean kinetic energy of its constituent molecules multiplied by a 

certain constant. The Boyle-Charles law demonstrates that the pressure of an ideal gas is 

proportional to the absolute temperature of the gas multiplied by a certain constant. Thus if 

the absolute temperature ofa sample ofG is simply identified with (and hence reduced to) 

the mean kinetic energy of its molecules, then the dual goal of ontological parsimony and 

maximization of explanatory power is single handedly achieved. 

For imagine that we wished to explain why the pressure exerted by a sample of G on the 

walls ofits container increased as the sample was heated. (at constant volume) By 
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hypothesis, samples ofG behave in accordance with the Boyle-Charles law. Thus a 

thermodynamical explanation of the phenomenon could be given in which the Boyle

Charles figures as the central explanatory law. But it is also possible to give an explanation 

of the same fact about G in terms of the concepts and laws of statistical mechanics--in 

particular, an explanation in which a law relating pressure to mean molecular kinetic energy 

figures quite centrally. 

Now if the absolute temperature of a sample of G is not identified with its mean 

molecular kinetic energy, then we would be stuck with two nonequivalent explanations of 

G's behavior. Each explanation would explain the increase in G's pressure in terms of a 

distinct property ofG and a distinct law relating pressure to that property. But if the 

proposed identification is made, then we are faced with a radically different situation. For 

then the Boyle-Charles law turns out to be identical to the statistical mechanical law relating 

pressure to mean molecular ldnetic energy, and the two explanations thus end up providing 

identical explanations of the increase in G's pressure. The respective laws cited in each 

explanation ultimately concern the same nomological connection between the same 

properties of ideal gases. Thus by reducing the notion of the temperature of a gas to mean 

molecular kinetic energy, and the Boyle-Charles law to a law of statistical mechanics, we 

preserve our ability to explain G's behavior while reducing our overall ontological 

commitments. 

1.2.3 THE MEANING OF THEORETICAL TERMS 

Lewis (1970) argues that the laws and explanatory terms of a theory are reducible just in 

case the theory is uniquely realized. He further argues that theories are true just in case 

they are uniquely realized. Thus Lewis concludes that the truth of a theory guarantees its 
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Lewis' account ofintertheoretic reduction falls out of his theory of meaning for 

theoretical terms. According to Lewis, theoretical terms get their meanings via their roles in 

the theories which introduce them. Imagine some theory T written out as a single sentence

-this could be accomplished by simply taking all the individual statements which comprise 

the body of the theory and conjoining them into one long conjunction. Call this sentence 

the T -sentence. The terms which appear in the T -sentence fall into either of two categories. 

On the one hand, there are the terms which occur elsewhere; that is, in contexts outside of 

the T -sentence. Lewis calls these 'a-terms.' On the other hand, there are the terms which 

make their first appearance in the T -sentence. The terms which are introduced by T Lewis 

calls'T-terms.' Let the T-terms for our imagined theory T to be the predicates 'FI', ... , ... 

'Fn'. Now imagine that we uniformly replace each occurrence of'Fl', ... , .. .'Fn' in the T

sentence with a variable, using a distinct variable for each distinct T -term. This creates the 

open sentence "T ( xl, ... , ... Xn )." By hypothesis, such an open sentence only contains 0-

terms, i.e., terms which T shares with other theories. 

As I indicated earlier, Lewis' goal is to show how theoretical terms get their meanings via 

their roles in the theories which introduce them. Using our schema, Lewis suggests that 

the T-terms 'FI', ... , ... 'Fn' are defined in the following way: 

F 1 =df. the first member of the unique n-tuple of entities <q , ... , ... rn> which satisfies 

T(xl, .. ·, ... xn). 
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Fn=df. the nth member of the unique n-tuple of entities <q , ... , ... rn> which satisfies 

T(xl, ... , ... xn). 

Given these definitions, our original statement ofT, containing the theoretical terms 

'Fl', ... , ... 'Fn', is logically equivalent to a statement devoid of these terms, obtained by 

replacing each term by its definiens. This new statement--Lewis calls it the' expanded 

postulate ofT' --says that T is realized by the n-tuple of entities which uniquely satisfies T. 

Now by hypothesis, the open sentence" T(xI, ... , ... xn)" only contains terms which 

appear in contexts outside ofT. Imagine some theory T* which has as theorems the 

following two claims: (Lewis refers to [I] as a ' reduction premise' for T) 

[I]. T(WI, ... , ... Wn). (where 'WI', ... , .. .'Wn' are terms ofT*) 

[2] For any n-tuple <q, ... , ... r2>, <q, ... , ... f2> satisfies T(xI, ... , ... xn) iff 

q=Wl,···&···,& rn= W n· 

It is easy to see that ifboth [I] and [2] are theorems ofT*, then T* entails and hence 

reduces our original theory T. For [I] and [2] jointly entail the following identity claims: 

WI = The first member of the n-tuple of entities which uniquely satisfies 

T(xI ... , ... ,xn). 

Wn= The n!h member of the n-tuple of entities which uniquely satisfies 
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T(Xl,···,···xn)· 

But, recalling our earlier definitions of the T-terms 'F!', ... , .. .'Fn', these identity claims 

tum out to be logically equivalent to the following bridge principles: 

Wl=Fl 

Wn=Fn. 

And so, performing the relevant substitutions, we obtain our original theoretical postulate: 

T(Fl,.·., ... Fn). 

In other words, if [1] and [2] are theorems ofT*, then T* entails a postulate, viz., 

'T(W 1, ... , ... W n)," which is logically equivalent to our original theoretical postulate "T( 

Fl, ... , ... Fn )." Thus T* entails, and hence reduces, T. 

But this is not all. Given the definitions of the T -terms, it turns out that the troth 

condition of the original T-sentence is given by the conjunction of[1] and [2]. To see this, 

recall that for each T -term "Ti," 'Tt is defined as referring to the ill! member of the n-tuple 

of entities <q, ... , ... rn> which uniquely satisfies 'T(xl, ... , ... xn)." Thus the original T

sentence 

"T(Fl, ... , ... Fn)" is extensionally equivalent to the claim that 'T(xl,. .. , ... xn)" is uniquely 

satisfied. In other words, the original T-sentence is true iff"T(xl, ... , ... xn)" is uniquely 
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satisfied. But taken together, [1] and [2] above amount to the claim that" T ( xI, ... , ... xn)" 

is uniquely satisfied. And we have just seen that the joint truth of [1] and [2] guarantees 

that T is reducible. In short, the original theory is true iff it is uniquely realized. But it is 

uniquely realized iff it is reducible. Thus a theory is true iff it is reducible. 

1.2.4 EXPLANATORY UNIFICATION 

A fourth argument motivating reductionism stems from Friedman (1981). The heart of 

Friedman's argument lies in the connection he tries to draw between confirmation and 

reduction. Friedman argues in the following way: 

1. The degree of confinnation of a theory is directly proportional to the degree to 
which it is unified. 

2. Theoretical reduction is an essential step towards genuine theoretical unification. 

3. Therefore reduction plays a role in the confirmation of theories. 

A theory is unified, in Friedman's sense, if it interacts with theories in other domains in 

the explanation of diverse phenomena. The example he uses is the molecular theory of 

gases. That theory helps to explain why gases behave in the ways that they do by 

assuming that gases are composed of molecules whose interactions account for the gross 

behavior of gases. More importantly though, " ... the hypothesis of molecular constitution, 

in conjunction with atomic theory, ... helps us to explain chemical bonding, thermal and 

electrical conduction, nuclear energy, genetic inheritance, and literally hundreds of other 

phenomena." 13 

13Friedman 1981, p. 7. 
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Friedman's idea is that molecular theory is accorded a high degree of confimlation in 

virtue of its unifying capacity, i.e., in virtue of the fact that it plays a central explanatory 

role in the explanations of phenomena which are seemingly quite unrelated at the purely 

observational level. As he describes it, the process of confirmation works in the following 

way: "Each time a theoretical hypothesis figures in the explanation of some observable 

phenomenon it receives a 'boost' in its degree of confirmation." 14 Eventually, if the 

theory receives enough such 'boosts' from its successes in various domains, it acquires 

" ... sufficient confirmation to be rationally acceptable." 15 In other words, a principal 

reason for acquiescing in the truth of a theory, and hence for countenancing its postulated 

entities, is precisely that it plays a unifying role in explanations of observationally diverse 

phenomena. 

It should be obvious from our description of molecular theory precisely what role 

reduction plays in theoretical unification. For the point of having a unified theory is that 

enables us to bring together under a single explanatory apparatus phenomena that seem 

completely unrelated at the observational level. But it appears that the only plausible way 

of effecting such a unification is via a reduction of the various observational phenomena to 

the theoretical entities and properties postulated by the unifying theory. Thus, to use one of 

Friedman's examples, the way we achieve a unified account of the behavior of gases and 

metals is through a microreduction of the notions of a gas and a metal in terms of molecular 

theory. (and ultimately in terms of atomic theory) It is difficult to see how else we could 

possibly unify phenomena that share few if any properties at the observational level, such 

as gases and metals, unless we succeed in showing how these various phenomena can be 

given reductions in terms of a single set of theoretical concepts. 

14Ibid., p. 8. 
15Ibid., p. 8. 
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Friedman's point then seems to be this. The less unified a theory iso-the more restricted 

is its explanatory domain--the less confinned it is, and hence the less rationally acceptable it 

is to countenance its postulated theoretical entities. Conversely, the more unified a theory 

iso-the wider is its explanatory domain--the more confinned it is, and hence the more 

rationally acceptable it is to countenance its postulated theoretical entities. And as we saw 

above, it appears that a theory can be unified only if it provides reductions of the diverse 

observational phenomena which fall under its explanatory domain. 

Now if the process of confinnation is so closely linked to questions of theoretical 

unification, then an antireductionist position faces a serious difficulty. If, as Friedman 

maintains, our most unified theories enjoy the highest degrees of confinnation, then it is the 

entities, laws, properties etc. postulated by these theories that ought to enjoy a paramount 

place in our ontology. So what antireductionism amounts to is the denial that a certain 

body of theoretical entities, properties and laws can be assimilated to the entities, laws etc. 

which hold a central place in our ontology! Thus an antireductionist stance about a theory 

T automatically renders its postulated theoretical entities, properties and laws suspect, since 

the postulation of such theoretical constructs flies in the face of our confinnation 

procedures which favor only those constructs postulated by unified theories. 

1.2.5 EXPLAINING A THEORy'S PREDICfIVE SUCCESS 

A fifth argument supporting methodological physicalism derives from the need to explain 

the predictive success of a theory. To see this, imagine some special-science theory T 

which successfully predicts phenomena in some domain D. We ought not to take this as 

some brute, primitive fact, but rather we should seek some account which explains why T 

is as successful as it is in predicting events in D. 
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Now one way to explain T's predictive success entails the falsehood ofT. Two clear 

examples of this way of explaining a theory's predictive success go as follows. The first is 

taken from Hooker (1981a). There he discusses the possibility of explaining, in terms of 

our current theory of combustion, why phlogiston theory was so successful in predicting 

the drop in gas pressure that invariably resulted when two particular gases were combined 

together in certain ratios. Phlogiston theory explains the drop in pressure by claiming that 

the phlogiston present in the indivivdual gas~s somehow disappears or is cancelled out 

when the two gases are combined. According to our current theory of combustion, the two 

gases in question are simply oxygen and hydrogen, and the drop in pressure is explained 

by the fact that when certain volumes of hydrogen and oxygen are combined together, a 

microscopic amount of water is produced. Here we are capable of explaining an 

observation which seems to confirm a prediction of phlogiston theory without in any way 

being committed to the essential correctness of the phlogiston account. 

A second example of this can be found in the way in which the predictive success of 

Newtonian mechanics is explained by relativity theory. Newtonian mechanics manages to 

generate accurate predictions under certain limiting conditions, viz. when objects are 

moving at speeds which fall far short of the speed of light. This is explained by showing 

that under these conditions, the notions of velocity, mass, acceleration, etc., as understood 

in relativity theory, behave very much like their Newtonian counterparts. Once again, we 

have a way of explaining the predictive success of a superseded theory without conceding 

the essential correctness of the theory itself. For to admit as correct the Newtonian 

explanation of some phenomenon, say the motion of the tides, would be to grant that there 

is such a thing as absolute motion. And this of course is incompatible with the way motion 

is conceived of in relativity theory. 
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Now one obvious way of explaining a theory T's predictive success which does not 

entail T's falsehood would be via a reduction ofT to some more basic theory T*. Such a 

reduction would reveal the laws ofT to be entailed by the laws ofT* by means of bridge 

principles linking the predicates ofT with the predicates ofT*. Since the same laws that 

are entailed by the more basic theory also appear in T -predictions, one achieves both an 

explanation of the predictive success ofT as well as a vindication of the truth ofT: the 

predictions ofT are successful because they are based on generalizations that are entailed 

by the laws of {what we take to be} a true theory. 

The upshot then is that an explanation of the predictive success of a theory either entails 

its falsehood or appears to require its reducibility to some more basic theory. 

1.2.6 THE EXPLANATION OF LAWS 

Yet a sixth argument for the reducibility of causal-explanatory notions stems from the need 

to explain the laws which are invoked in explanations in the special sciences. These laws 

purport to express uniformities in nature, and such uniformities are as much in need of 

explanation as any other natural phenomenon. Thus for example, if it is true that the 

offspring of parents who are members of different species are always sterile, then this is an 

interesting empirical fact which cries out for explanation. Now if our explanatory paradigm 

is the covering-lflw model of explanation, then we will seek to explain these uniformities by 

subsuming them under more inclusive laws. That is, we will attempt to show that these 

uniformities {more precisely, the laws which express them} are logical consequences of 

more basic laws. Such a deduction will require bridge principles linking the predicates of 

the law being explained with predicates occurring in the laws appearing in the explanans, 
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since in any nontrivial case of such a deduction the respective laws will belong to distinct 

theories. 

The description here of how one would go about explaining a law of a special science 

bears more than a faint resemblance to our earlier description of intertheoretic reduction. In 

fact, intertheoretic reduction just is a species of deductive-nomological explanation, where 

what are explained are laws. For we reduce a theory when we show its laws to be logical 

consequences of the laws of some more basic theory. The upshot then is that intertheoretic 

reduction is called for precisely when the laws of some theory need to be explained. 

Of course, showing a law to be a logical consequence of the laws of a more basic theory 

(in conjunction with bridge principles) is not the only way to explain a purported law. 

Even if such a derivation were impossible, it might still prove possible to delive a theorem 

of the more basic theory which, though strictly incompatible with the original 

generalization, entailed that the original hypothesis is very nearly satisfied within a certain 

limited range of conditions. Being logically incompatible with the original generalization, 

the truth of such a theorem would entail the falsity of the original generalization. Thus such 

a theorem would not explain why the original generalization is tme; rather its explanatory 

force would lie in explaining why the original hypothesis was seemingly confinned to the 

extent that it was by the available evidence. Hempel claims that this was precisely the 

relationship which obtained between Galileo's principles of motion and Newton's 

principles of gravity and motion. 

Thus, Newton's law of gravitation implies that the acceleration of a freely falling body 
is not constant, as Galileo's law asserts, but undergoes a very slight but steady increase 
as the body approaches the ground. But while, strictly speaking, Newton's law 
contradicts Galileo's, it shows that the latter is almost exactly satisfied in free fall over 
short distances. 16 

16Hempe11965, p. 344. 
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The upshot then is that the antireductionist seemingly finds himself impaled on the horns 

of a dilemma. He can apparently insist on the irreducibility of the laws and vocabulary of a 

given theory only ifhe accepts one of two unsavory positions. He must either claim that 

the laws in question cannot be given a deeper explanation in terms of the principles of some 

more basic theory, and hence that they must simply be accepted as brute facts of nature. 17 

Or he must accept the result that these laws can be 'explained,' but that such an explanation 

entails their falsity. 

1.2.7 CAUSAL OVERDETERMINATION 

The final argument for reductionism that I want to look at stems from a worry about a 

problem of causal overdetermination. The problem is seemingly generated by the joint 

truth of the following two propositions. 

[A] Each bodily movement can in principle be given a complete causal explanation in 
physical terms. 

[B] There are true causal explanations of bodily movements which employ explanatory 
notions that do not appear in the laws and principles of physics. 

It is easy to see how the joint truth of [A] and [B] raises the threat of causal 

overdetermination. For imagine some bodily movement which can be given a causal 

explanation in terms of laws and concepts that don't figure in our current physics. 

According to [A] there exists (at least in principle) a complete causal explanation of that 

17Fodor (1974) argues that this result simply does not follow from the irreducibility of a special-science 
law. He claims that a special-science law is explained provided that each instantiation of the law is 
subsumable under some physicalistic law or other. In chapter 6 I will attempt to expose some serious 
difficulties for Fodor's (1974) account. 
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same bodily movement which is couched wholly in the vocabulary of physical theory, and 

hence which adverts exclusively to physical laws and to physical properties of the agent. 

(and perhaps of the environment) But that is just to say that sometimes there will be at 

least two correct causal explanations of a given bodily movement. And this raises a 

question concerning the precise relationship obtaining between these explanations. Do the 

concepts and laws invoked in the nonphysical explanation reduce to the concepts and laws 

invoked in the physical explanation, or do they refer to genuinely nonphysical properties 

and laws? 

If, in a given case, we are able to produce the required reductions (or have good reason to 

think that such reductions are imminent) then there is seemingly no philosophical problem 

generated over the fact that we have two causal explanations of the same event. For what 

such reductions show is that the properties and laws invoked in the supposedly 

nonphysical explanation are really identical with physical properties and laws. This would 

mean that we are not faced with two distinct sets of explanatory concepts and laws, each of 

which is sufficient to explain the etiology of a given bodily movement. 

Now imagine that such reductions were not forthcoming in a given case. Then a 

philosophical quandary does seem to arise. For under these circumstances, we would have 

two nonequiva/ent explanations, each employing a distinct and irreducible set of concepts 

and laws and each offering a causal explanation of why a particular bodily movement 

occurred. 

This would seem to entail that there were two distinct causal chains, each of which was 

sufficient to cause the bodily movement in question. In short, the assumption that the 

nonphysical explanation is not equivalent to the physical explanation seems to lead to the 

result that the relevant bodily movement was causally overdetermined. Of course, this 

result would then hold for every bodily movement that could in principle be given a causal 
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Thus in order to avoid the result that intentional behavior--that is, behavior that can be 

explained in tenus of an agent's propositional attitudes--is causally overdetenuined, one 

must either insist on the physicalistic reducibility of the causal-explanatory notions that 

figure in true explanations of such behavior (such as propositional-attitude notions), or one 

must simply deny that such irreducible notions are causal explanatory. But this result is 

entailed by methodological physicalism, i.e., by the view that there are no irreducible 

causal-explanatory notions appearing in true explanations. So an obvious way to avoid the 

problem of the causal overdetenuination of behavior is by embracing methodological 

physicalism. 

1.3 CONCLUSION 

We have now completed the case for methodological physicalism. In the next chapter I 

shall present the case against methodological physicalism by arguing that propositional

attitude properties are irreducible but playa causal-explanatory role in true explanations. In 

the sixth chapter we shall reevaluate the arguments of section 2 above in the light of my 

account of folk-psychological explanations of action. 
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2 

THE EXPLANATORY ROLE OF PROPOSITIONAL ATTITUDES 

2.0 INTRODUCTION 

Beliefs, desires, intentions, fears, wants, suspicions, needs, hunches, and the rest of the 

propositional attitudes--that is, those psychological states having intentional content-Mare 

sometimes implicated in the explanation of behavior. When we explain behavior in terms 

of an agent's propositional attitudes, we treat the behavior in question as an action. It goes 

without saying that such explanations form a ubiquitous presence on our social landscape. 

What is much less obvious is whether such explanations actually manage to explain 

anything, and ifso how. In the next section I will present my own view of the nature of 

'folk psychological' explanations of behavior. What emerges from the discussion is that 

folk psychological explanations are causal explanations, and that propositional attitudes are 

causal-explanatory notions. By this I mean that propositional-attitude properties are 

causally efficacious. 

The contrast that I am trying to draw between what is a causally efficacious property and 

what is not can be made more perspicuous through an example. Imagine that Hurricane 

Bertha destroys a trailer park in Columbia South Carolina on Tuesday. The coming of 

Bertha was predicted by Susan the metereologist on Monday. If our goal is to explain how 

Bertha managed to destroy the trailer park, neither the property of occurring on a Tuesday 

nor that of being predicted by Susan on Monday are of any relevance. Such properties 

would not appear in any inventory of Bertha's properties that were causally responsible for 

the damage done to the trailer parle Thus when I claim that propositional-attitude 
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properties are causally efficacious what I mean is that, on at least some occasions, they 

must be included in the inventory of properties that are causally responsible for an action. 

After presenting my account of folk psychological explanations of action, I will 

tum to a critical examination of five alternative accounts of such explanations: Quine's 

projectivism; Kim's supervenience account; the token identity theory; Dretske's reliable 

indicator account, and the intentional stance theory of Daniel Dennett. 

2.1 EXPLANATORY RELATMTY 

The account of folk psychological explanations of action that I shall present is an extension 

of the theory of explanation presented in Alan Garfinkel's book Fonns of Explanation. 

The key element in his account is something he calls expJanatory reJativity. The basic idea 

of explanatory relativity is this: an explanation of a given phenomenon is always relative to 

a space of altematives or contrast space. A contrast space is a set of possible 'ways the 

world might have been.' When we explain a phenomenon relative to a contrast space, what 

we are doing is explaining why that phenomenon obtained rather than any of the members 

of the contrast space. 

To illustrate the concept of explanatory relativity Garfinkel cites the famous story about 

Willie Sutton the bankrobber who when asked by a priest why he robs banks responded by 

saying "That's where the money is." What makes this story amusing, of course, is that 

Sutton's answer was not the sort of answer that the priest was looking for. Sutton has 

given an answer to a different question, but one which could be phrased using precisely the 

words that the priest used. Garfinkel's notion of explanatory relativity gives us a neat way 

of representing what is going on here. 
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What the priest wanted to know is why Sutton robs banks rather than nothing at all. 

Sutton's answer--that he robs banks because that's where the money is--is really an answer 

to the question of why he robs banks rather robbing something else, such as hospitals, 

public rest rooms, and so on. The priest is looking for an explanation of why Sutton is 

compelled to steal at all and not why he favors stealing from one sort of venue rather than 

another. In short, the priest and Sutton are seeking explanations to very different 

explananda. Though they are both seeking explanations of why Sutton robs banks, the 

contrast spaces of the two explananda are significantly different. Garfinkel summarizes his 

view of explanatory relativity in the following way: "The object of explanation .. .is ... not a 

simple object, like an event or state of affairs, but more like a state of affairs together with a 

definite space ofaltematives to it." 1 

So far I have pointed out that Sutton and the priest are implicitly embedding his bank

robbing activity in distinct contrast spaces, and thus that they are seeking explanations of 

distinct explananda. But this doesn't explain why Sutton fails to answer the priest's 

question. Afterall, there is nothing contradictory in the idea that one and the same 

explanans might explain distinct explananda. The priest contrasts Sutton's robbing banks 

with his robbing nothing at all. This means that the priest is after some condition whose 

presence led to Sutton's robbing banks and whose absence would have resulted in 

Sutton's robbing nothing. (other things being equal) In this light, it is easy to see why 

Sutton fails to answer the priest's question. Other things being equal, Sutton still would 

have been a thief even if banks had not contained any money. 

The upshot, then, is that a condition C explains a state of affairs S relative to a contrast 

space {SI, S2, ... , Sn} only if the nonoccurrence ofC would have led to the occurrence of 

one of the members {S 1, S2, ... , Sn}. Another important result of this model of 

lA. Garfinkel 1981, p. 21; emphasis the author's. 
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eJ..'Planation is the fact that, by being embedded in distinct contrast spaces, one and the same 

state of affairs can admit of distinct explanations. We saw above two possible explanations 

of Sutton's bank robbing. With all of this in hand let's tum now to the explanation of 

actions. Consider some bodily movement M of David's. As a particular movement of 

David's arm, M will have had various distinguishing physical features: M will have had a 

precise trajectory, velocity and duration; at M's apex, David's arm will have been a certain 

distance from the ground, and so on. M can also be distinguished intentionally as an 

action: In performing M David was waving to his brother. Now consider the question, 

why did David move his arm? Like the question about Sutton's bank robbing, this 

question calls for different answers depending on which contrast space M is embedded in. 

First, imagine M embedded in a contrast space consisting of bodily movements similar to 

M, though differing slightly from M along one or more of the physical parameters 

mentioned above. To explain M relative to this contrast space is to explain why David 

moved his arm in the precise way that he did rather than in any of several slightly different 

ways. Let's assume for the sake of discussion that to so explain a bodily movement it is 

necessary to describe an agent at the level of neurophysiology; that is, it is necessary to cite 

the precise neurophysiological events leading up to the bodily movement. 2 

Now imagine a second explanation of why David moved his arm, one in which our 

concern is to explain why David waved to his brother rather than didn't wave to him. In 

such an explanation M would be embedded in a contrast space which contained no arm 

movements that would constitute hand wavings. Hence the contrast space of such an 

explanation would differ from that of the first explanation. This is because many of the 

arm movements that are constituents of the contrast space of the first explanation would 

2Nothing crucial hinges on the accuracy of this assumption. W118tever ultimately accounts for the precise 
physical specifications of a bodily movement, my point goes through provided that that explanans is 
unsuitable for the explanation of actions. 
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count as instances of hand waving. This is just to make the obvious point that two ann 

movements can differ in certain of their physical properties--such as their duration or the 

maximum distance from the ground attained by the wrist--and still both count as a waving 

of the hand. 

The fact that the contrast spaces of the two explanations differ in this way means that the 

explanans of the first explanation will be unsuitable for the second explanation for the same 

reason that Sutton's answer was unsuitable as an answer to the priest's question. That 

banks contain the money fails to answer the priest's question because, other things being 

equal, Sutton would most likely have been a thief even ifbanks didn't contain the money. 

In other words, the absence of the proposed explanans would not have resulted in the 

occurrence of a member of the contrast space. (Recall that the priest contrasted Sutton's 

bank robbing with his robbing nothing at all.) Similarly, David was such that had the 

neurophysiological events cited in the first explanation not occurred, this would not have 

resulted in David's not waving to his brother, other things being equal. This is because 

there was a high probability that other neurophysiological events would have occurred 

which would have resulted in a bodily movement that would have constituted a case of 

hand waving. 

What then is couched at the right level of generality to explain why David waved to his 

brother rather didn't wave to him? I want to suggest that propositional-attitude notions fit 

the bill. David, we can suppose, wanted to attract his brother's attention to show him 

where he was sitting, and thought that waving to him would get the message across. These 

propositional attitudes explain David's hand waving because, first, in a sense to be 

explained below, they were the cause of David's waving to his brother, and second, had 
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either been absent David would not have waved, other things being equal} In order to 

elucidate the nature of propositional attitudes and the sense in which they causally underlie 

behavior, I want to tum now to a different example of Garfinkel's. 

Garfinkel imagines some hypothetical ecosystem consisting of foxes and rabbits. Their 

populations fluctuate relative to one another in accordance with the following pattern: 

When the rabbit population is high relative to the fox population there is little competition 

amongst the foxes for food. As a result, the fox population begins to increase while the 

rabbit population begins to decrease. Eventually, there comes to be too many foxes and too 

few rabbits. Competition for food amongst the foxes becomes so intense that the fox 

popUlation begins to decrease. As the number of predators decreases, the rabbit population 

makes a comeback until eventually the rabbits come again to outnumber the foxes and the 

pattern repeats itself. 

Now consider some rabbit R which is killed by a fox F during a period in which there is 

a high ratio of foxes to rabbits. Garfinkel points out that there are at least two autonomous 

explanations for the death ofR. We might wish to explain why R was killed by F rather 

than killed by some other fox. Or we might wish to explain why R was killed at all, i.e., 

killed rather than spared. Notice that the states of affairs which occupy the contrast space 

of the former explanation include possible killings ofR by other foxes. The contrast space 

of the second explanation, on the other hand, contains only states of affairs in which the 

rabbit is not killed by any fox. The events which explain R's death relative to the former 

contrast space will be unsuitable for the explanation of R's death relative to the latter 

contrast space, for the sort of reason cited earlier. By hypothesis, the nonoccurrence of 

the events which explain why R was killed by F rather than some other fox would not have 

3perhaps a more realistic claim would be that had either propositional attitude been absent it is highly 
probable that David would not have waved, other things being equal. People do occasionally behave 
irrationally, and they sometimes have more than one reason for doing something. 
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resulted in R's life being spared. Given the high fox to rabbit ratio, it is highly probable 

that some other set of circumstances would have occurred which would have led to R being 

killed by another fox, or even by F at a different time or place. 

The aforementioned ecosystem displays what Garfinkel calls a redundant causality with 

respect to R's being killed by a fox. According to Garfinkel, "[s]ystems which exhibit 

redundant causality therefore have, for every consequent Q, a bundle of antecedents (Pi) 

such that: 

1. Ifany one of the Pi is true, so will be Q. 
2. If one Pi should not be the case, some other will.'~ 

When we ask for an explanation of why R was killed rather spared we are in effect asking 

for an explanation of the redundant causality manifested in the ecosystem. The explanans 

we seek must satisfy two conditions. First, its occurrence must have led to R's being 

killed by a fox. Secondly, its nonoccurrence would have resulted in R's not being killed 

by any fox. (or would at least have made that result highly probable) The high ratio of 

foxes to rabbits satisfies both of these conditions. Now what Garfinkel points out is that 

the high fox to rabbit ratio is a cause of the redundant causality, and hence ofR's being 

killed rather than spared. R was destined to be killed by a fox because there were so many 

foxes and so few rabbits. Of course, it is the actions of individual foxes which result in the 

deaths of rabbits. Nevertheless, the high fox to rabbit ratio is a structural or systemic 

feature of the ecosystem which explains why there was a high probability that R was going 

to fall victim to some fox, if not F then some other one. In other words, the high fox to 

rabbit ratio--a global feature of the ecosystem--explains why the actions ofR were likely to 

lead it into the clutches of some member of the fox population. 

4A. Garfinkel op. cit., p. 58. 
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Propositional attitudes, I want to suggest, explain actions in a manner analogous to the 

way in which the high fox to rabbit ratio explains the redundant causality present in the 

aforementioned ecosystem. Returning for the moment to the explanation of David's arm 

movement, the relevant points were these: First, there was a wide range of distinct types of 

arm movements which all qualify as hand wavings. Secondly, it was highly probable that 

David was going to perform one of those types of movements. Thus with respect to the 

action of waving one's hand, there was a redundant causality in David's brain. (or in 

whatever'mechanism{s)' is (are) causally responsible for bodily movements) My 

suggestion is that propositional attitudes constitute structural or global features of David's 

brain--or whatever his behavior-causing mechanisms are--which explain the 

aforementioned redundant causality: The fact that David wanted to signal to his brother and 

believed that waving would do the trick made it highly probable that he would execute 

some bodily movement or other--if not M then one similar to it--that would have constituted 

a hand waving. Furthermore, the nonoccurrence of either of these propositional attitudes 

would have significantly decreased the probability of David's waving to his brother.S 

2.1.1 OBJECfIONS TO THE ACCOUNT 

I want now to address two possible objections that might be raised against my account of 

folk psychological explanations of action. The first challenges my claim that structural or 

systemic features can be causally efficacious. The second objection attempts to reveal a 

deep incoherence in the account. 

I have followed Garfinkel in referring to the high fox to rabbit ratio as a cause of R's 

death, and I have likened the causal efficacy of propositional attitudes to the causal efficacy 

5See my qualifications in note 3. 
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of the ratio of foxes to rabbits: both are structural features which are responsible for the 

presence of causal redundancies. Now it might be wondered how a structural or systemic 

feature ofa system, such as a ratio of populations, could have causal powers. Afterall, a 

ratio is an abstract statistical property. Surely, if anything is causally responsible for the 

redundant causality inherent in the ecosystem, it has to be the actual configuration of foxes 

and rabbits that realizes the high fox to rabbit ratio. Similarly, if propositional attitudes 

constitute structural properties of brains, then it is the actual neural configurations which 

realize these structural properties which are the true causes of the redudant causalities 

inherent in the behavior-producing mechanisms of the brain. 

The problem with this argument is that it underestimates the significance of the fact that a 

structural property like a population ratio can be realized in an indefinite number of ways, 

any of which will underwrite the same redundant causality. What this shows is that it is the 

structural property, and not its realizations, which is relevant to explaining the causal 

redundancy in question. For it is the realization of that property by any configuration of 

elements in the system which ensures that that configuration will sustain the relevant causal 

redundancy. 

The point can be put in telms of Garfinkel's notion of explanatory relativity. An 

explanation of a causal redundancy must be relativized to a contrast space. Such a contrast 

space may contain other causal redundancies, or it may contain none. In the former case, 

the explanandum would take the form: why does causal redundancy C obtain in system S 

rather than causal redundancies C 1, C2, ... , Cn? In the second case, the explanandum 

would have the form: why does causal redundancy C obtain in system S rather than no 

causal redundancy at all? In either case what is wanted in the explanans is some structural 

or systemic feature of the system. This is because such a feature is couched at the right 

level of generality to explain the relevant explananda. As we saw in the case of Garfinkel's 
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ecosystem, the presence of a certain structural feature, viz., the high fox to rabbit ratio, 

makes it highly probable that R will be killed by a fox. Furthermore, other things being 

equal, the absence of a high fox to rabbit ratio would greatly lower the probability ofR's 

death at the hands of a fox. The same cannot be said for any particular realization of the 

high fox to rabbit ratio. The mere absence of a particular realization of the fox to rabbit 

ratio would not of itself greatly lower the probability of R's death at the hands of a fox, 

since, other things being equal, the fox to rabbit ratio was bound to be realized in the 

ecosystem in some way or other.6 

In an unpublished paper entitled "Reduction and the Explanatory Role of Content", 

Stephen Schiffer exposes a defect in the formulation of functionalist explications of 

psychological properties. Functionalists treat psychological properties as second-order 

properties: properties of first-order properties having certain causal profiles (functional 

roles). The relevant causal profiles are held to be determined by psychological theory; that 

is, by a theory which employs psychological predicates. Though functionalists disagree on 

what such a psychological theory will look like, some looking to folk psychology and 

6Kitcher (1984) makes a similar point regarding explanations of biological phenomena. He cites the 
explanation of the fact that " ... genes on nonhomologous chromosomes assort independently." (p. 347) The 
explanation describes the process whereby homologous chromosomes line up at meiosis and then migrate 
to different poles of the cell. Though the members of each pair of homologous chromosomes must migrate 
to different poles, " ... the assignment of one member of one pair to a gamete is probabilistically independent 
of the assignment of a member of another pair to that gamete." (p. 347) 

Kitcher claims that such an explanation works by identifying meiosis as a PS-process: "a process in 
which paired entities ... are separated by a force so that one member of each pair is assigned to a descendant 
entity." (p. 349) Though Kitcher grants that each instance of meiosis is realized or instantiated by some 
complex molecular process, it doesn't follow, he argues, that the explanation given above is replaceable in 
principle by an explanation from molecular biology. According to the above explanation, it is the fact that 
meiosis is a PS-process which explains the facts about chromosome distribution. Since PS-processes do 
not form a natural kind from the point of view of molecular biology, Kitcher argues that any attempt to 
replace the above explanation of chromosome distribution with one couched in the language of molecular 
biology would lose that feature which is of explanatory value. 

The point is that the explanation in terms ofPS-processes abstracts from the molecular facts which 
realize the relevant PS-process. In a similar fashion, I claim in the text that an explanation in terms of 
propositional attitudes abstracts from the neural configurations--or whatever--which realize them. Since 
propositional attitudes are relevant to explaining actions, we cannot replace folk psychological explanations 
with some sort of physicalistic explanation without loss of explanatory power. 
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others to the incipient theories of cognitive science, they all agree on the basic mechanism 

by which the functional roles of psychological properties are determined, viz., via the 

theoretical roles played by psychological predicates. 

To illustrate his point, Schiffer asks us to pretend that the following 'theory' determines 

the functional role of the property of being in pain. 

T: Being kicked caused one to have Pain, which in tum causes one to wince. 

Imagine that some neurophysiological property N has the causal profile detailed in T; that 

is, being kicked causes one to go into N, and going into N causes one to wince. Imagine 

further that one is actually in N. Then according to the functionalist, one is in pain since 

one is in a first-order state, i.e., N, which has the causal profile detailed in T. However, 

the functionalist wants to insist that the property of being in pain is distinct from the 

property of being in N. According to the functionalist gloss of psychological properties, it 

would be a sort of category mistake to conflate the two. The property of being in pain is a 

second-order property: one has the property of being in pain when one has a further 

property that has a certain causal profile. On the other hand, one is in N simply by virtue 

of instantiating the neurophysiological property N, which property we are imagining has a 

certain causal profile. 

Now the thrust of Schiffer's criticism is that if a theory like T is representative of the kind 

of psychological theory that is supposed to determine the functional roles of psychological 

properties, then one lapses into incoherence by treating psychological properties as second

order properties. The problem lies in the fact that T attributes causal powers to the property 

of being in pain: pain is defined as a state which causes one to wince upon being kicked. 

But when viewed as a second-order property, pain does not have causal powers. It is the 
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first-order neurophysiological property N which has the causal role detailed in T; one is in 

pain by virtue of being in some further property which has the relevant causal powers. 

Thus Schiffer concludes that one cannot treat psychological properties as second-order 

functional properties consonant with the assumption that (at least some) psychological 

properties are causally efficacious. 

Now it might appear that Schiffer's objection can be levelled against my account of 

propositional attitudes. For like the functionalist I distinguish between psychological 

properties and the physical properties which realize them; that is, I follow the functionalist 

in treating psychological properties as 'second-order' properties. However, whereas the 

functionalist claims that one has a certain psychological property when has a certain first

order property having a specific causal role, I treat psychological properties as structural or 

systemic properties. That propositional attitudes, construed in this way, playa causal

explanatory role in explanations of action is apparent when we gloss such explanations in 

terms of Garfinkel's notion of explanatory relativity. It is the presence of a given structural 

feature, and not any particular realization of it, which is relevant to explaining why 

someone did A rather than not. This is because the likelihood that an agent will A hinges 

on the presence of that structural feature but not on any particular realization of it. 

So not only do I escape Schiffer's indictment of internal incoherence by suggesting an 

account of psychological properties which is very different from the functionalist's, we can 

see that the functionalist's problems are even worse than Schiffer imagines. For in addition 

to the problem raised by Schiffer, the functionalist is also culpable of misrepresenting the 

causally efficacious features in explanations of action. The functionalist mistakenly 

assumes that the causally relevant properties in explanations of action are physical 

properties rather than structural or systemic features realized by physical properties. 
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This ends the presentation of my own view of propositional attitudes and their role in 

explanations of actions. I want now to tum to a critical examination of five alternative 

accounts of the role of propositional attitudes in explanations of actions: Quine's 

projectivism; Kim's supervenience account; the token identity theory; Dretske's reliable 

indicator account, and the intentional stance theory of Dennett. 

2.2 QUINE'S PROJECfIVISM 

According to Quine (1960), attributions of propositional attitudes involve a high degree of 

projectivism. 

[I]n indirect quotation we project ourselves into what, from his 
remarks and other indications,we imagine the speaker's state of 
mind to have been, and then we say what, in our language, is natural 
and relevant for us in the state thus feigned. An indirect quotation 
we can usually expect to rate only as better or worse, more or less 
faithful, and we cannot even hope for a strict standard of more and 
less; what is involved is evaluation, relative to special purposes, of 
an essentially dramatic act. Correspondingly for the other propositional 
attitudes, for all of them can be thought of as involving something 
like quotation of one's own imagined verbal response to an imagined 
situation.7 

As Quine conceives of it, what we do in making third-person attributions of propositional 

attitudes is simply imagine what it would be like for us to be in someone else's situation. 

We imagine what we would say were we to be in the situation the other individual is in. It 

is telling that Quine refers to attributions of propositional attitudes as essentially 'dramatic' 

acts. Quine is committing a kind of double pun on the word "dramatic" here. To begin 

with, such attributions are dramatic in the sense that they involve a sort of play-acting, a 

7Quine 1960, p. 219; my emphasis. 
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mere verbalization of what " .. .is natural and relevant in the state thus feigned.,,8 But they 

are 'dramatic' in a deeper and more philosophical sense. For according to this view third-

person attributions of propositional attitudes are tantamount to autobiographical claims: 

they are held to be claims about what the ascriber would say under certain conditions. 

Thus according to this view, when I attribute a belief or desire to someone I only appear to 

be making a genuine claim about that individual. In actuality, I am really making a claim 

about myself, and a counterfactual one at that. 

But if that is the correct view of propositional-attitude attribution, then it is clear that folk 

psychological explanations of actions can't be what they appear to be either. For in giving 

folk psychological explanations of other people's actions, we appear to be making claims 

about them--in particular, about the underlying psychological causes of their actions. But 

this can't be right if Quine is correct. For how could I be providing a genuine causal 

explanation of someone else's action, when my third-person attributions of propositional 

attitudes amount to counterfactual claims about what I would say in certain circumstances? 

It is just obvious that a fact about how I would behave in certain circumstances is simply 

irrelevant to an explanation of why someone else did behave in a certain way in those same 

circumstances. 

As it turns out, Quine himself is not bothered by this consequence of his account of 

propositional-attitude attribution. He is happy to embrace the idea that propositional 

attitudes are not genuine causes of behavior, as is evident from the following passage from 

Word and Object. 

In the strictist scientific spirit we can report all the behavior, verbal and otherwise, that 
may underlie our imputations of propositional attitudes, and we may go on to speCUlate 
as we please upon the causes and effects of this behavior; but so long as we do not 

8Ibid., p. 219. 
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The way to evaluate Quinean projectivism is to see whether or not all cases of third

person propositional-attitude attribution can be glossed along the lines he suggests. Once 

one views matters in this way, problems with Quine's account appear at once. To see this, 

consider the foIIowing rather commonplace scenario. I am a spectator at a National 

Football League game. It's third and long, midway through the fourth quarter and the team 

with the ball is down by a couple of touchdowns. Thus it is an obvious passing down. As 

the quarterback is crouched behind his center, I notice that he is taking a lot longer than 

usual to call his signals. As this is going on, I also notice the opposing linebackers 

creeping towards the line of scrimmage. Now from my spectator's vantage point, forty 

rows up in the stands, I attribute to the quarterback the belief that the opposing linebackers 

are going to blitz. If asked to defend my attribution, I would cite as my evidence the 

following kinds of considemtions: first, the fact that the opposing linebackers are creeping 

up towards the line of scrimmage; second, the fact that the quarterback is spending a long 

time calling signals at the line of scrimmage, indicating that he is calling a new play in 

reaction to what he sees in the defensive alignment; third, the fact that this is a likely 

passing down and defenses like to blitz in these situations, and so on. 

Now according to Quine, my belief attribution amounts to the claim that in similar 

circumstances I would be disposed to utter the sentence ''The opposing linebackers are 

going to blitz." But it is highly doubtful that my belief attribution is tantamount to some 

claim about what I would disposed to say while standing at the line of scrimmage in front 

of 60,000 screaming fans. Afterall, I have never been an NFL quarterback, and know 

absolutely nothing about how one would go about trying to read an opposing team's 

9Ibid., p. 219. 
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defense while standing several yards in front of them crouched behind my center. In short, 

I seem to lack a sufficient evidential basis from which I could reliably infer what I would be 

disposed to say while standing at the line of scrimmage in the role of an NFL quarterback. 

True, I am able to successfully attribute the belief to the quarterback. But as I tried to stress 

above, my evidence is based on observations made as a spectator at a point several removes 

from the field of play, and this is obviously very different from knowing how things would 

appear while standing on the playing field. It seems more accurate to say that my belief 

attribution is genuinely a claim about the quarterback himself, and that this attribution is 

based on certain regularites which I have observed to obtain concerning the strategic 

expectations that NFL quarterbacks normally form under certain playing conditions. 

Precisely the same point is brought out when we consider how we go about predicting 

what someone will do on the basis of third-person attributions of propositional attitudes. 

Our blitz wary quarterback can serve as a perfect example of this point. On the basis of my 

ascription to him of the belief that the opposing linebackers are going to blitz ( as well as an 

implicit desire to maximize yardage gained) I might reasonably predict that he will attempt 

to execute a draw play, since this is the sort of play which blitzing defenses are most 

vulnerable to. If the quarterback is any good, it is highly probable that my prediction will 

be borne out. Now in trying to give an account of the basis upon which predictions like 

this are made, we run into the same sorts of considerations encountered above. Again, it 

seems highly implausible to think that my prediction is formed on the basis of expectations 

about what I would do in the circumstances in question. Although I feel fairly confident 

about what an NFL quarterback who expects the defense to blitz would do after the ball is 

snapped, I have absolutely no confidence about how effectively I would react in these 

circumstances. I simply have no basis upon which I could make such a judgment about 
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myself. Just as we saw above, my evidence seems based on the behavioral regularities of 

NFL quarterbacks. 

Quine's projectivist account of belief attribution would lead us to expect quite the 

opposite however. For ifbelief attributions are as autobiographical as Quine's account 

entails, then we would be led to expect that the predictions based on such attributions 

would be equally autobiographically based. What I hope to have shown that in a 

significant range of cases such predictions can't be so based. For I think it is obvious that 

the quarterback example is not some isolated and exceptional case, but is rather typical of a 

vast range of cases where we attribute propositional attitudes to individuals and make 

successful behavioral predictions on the basis of these attributions, even though these 

individuals are enmeshed in situations and circumstances which we ourselves have never 

personally experienced. I conclude then that Quine'S projectivism is incapable of providing 

an accurate portrayal of propositional attitude attribution and, a fortiori, incapable of 

providing an accurate portrayal of folk psychological explanations and predictions. 

2.3 KIM ON SUPERVENIENCE AND CAUSATION 

Unlike Quine, Kim (1979) assumes that folk psychological explanations of action are 

causal explanations. Thus he treats psychological events as genuine causes of actions. 

Since Kim glosses an event as an instantiation of a property at a time, he is committed to 

the view that psychological properties are causal-explanatory. Kim also subscribes to the 

following two theses. First, he holds that mental events supervene on, but do not reduce 

to, the microphysical properties of organisms. Davidson (1970) provides a nice statement 

of the sort of supervenience relation that Kim invokes: 
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[S]upervenience 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 respect without altering in some physical respect. 1 0 

Second, Kim shares with Davidson the view that psychological properties do not enter into 

genuine causal laws. 1 1 

The task that Kim sets for himself in Kim (1979) is to show how psychological 

properties can be causal-explanatory without having to enter into causal laws. Here is his 

solution: 

Schematically, the situation can be represented as follows: let P and Q have as their 
supervenience bases p* and Q* respectively. Ex hypothesi, P causes Q. This is 
explained by the following items: P is supervenient on P*, p* causes Q* in accordance 
with the standard nomological and other requirements of causation, and Q is 
supervenient on Q*. The causal relation between P and Q, the two supervenient 
events, holds by courtesy of the underlying causal relation between p* and Q*, their 
respective supervenience bases .... According to our account, there is no causal path 
starting from P and terminating at Q that does not contain the path from p* to Q* as an 
integral and essential segment. 12 

A strength of a supervenience account like Kim's is that it is able to accomodate the so-

called multiple realizability of psychological properties, i.e., the supposed fact that 

psychological properties can be realized in physically dissimilar ways. This is because the 

definition of supervenience does not impose any restrictions on the nature of the 

supervenience base beyond the requirement that changes in psychological properties must 

be accompanied by changes in the supervenience base. Nonetheless, Kim's account is 

based on a fallacious inference. Kim assumes that a relation of supervenience between 

psychological properties and properties that stand in genuine causal relations confers casual 

efficacy upon the former. But this is false. Supervenience all by itself is not sufficient to 

lODavidson 1970, p. 214. 
l1cr. Davidson 1970,1973, 1974. 
12Kim 1979, p. 46 
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Polar bears have thick, heavy coats which protect them from the harsh arctic cold. Now 

it is the thickness of such coats, and not their heaviness, which is causally responsible for 

keeping polar bears warm. That is, a causal explanation of how polar bears stay warm 

would advert to the fact that their coats are typically of a certain thickness. For the 

purposes of such an explanation any mention of the weight of the coats would be otiose. 

Surely none of this would change were we to discover that the heaviness of a polar bear's 

coat supervenes on its thickness. The mere fact of supervenience would not confer upon 

the property of being heavy a causal role in the maintenance of a polar bear's body 

temperature. 

N ow if supervenience alone does not license the inference that the heaviness of a polar 

bear's coat helps to keep it warm, then it also does not license the inference that 

psychological properties are causes of behavior. But that means that Kim's analysis of the 

causal-explanatory role of psychological properties fails, since it depends on just such an 

inference. 

2.4 TOKEN IDENTITY THEORY 

The chief stumbling block for Kim's account is the fact that the supervenience of mental 

events on the physical events implicated in causal laws is not sufficient to ensure a causal

explanatory role for the former. On the other hand, we saw that a strength of Kim's 

account is the fact that supervenience is a weak enough relation to accomodate the 

possibility of the multiple realizability of psychological properties. The token identity 

13The example is borrowed from F. Jackson, "Epiphenomenal Qualia", Philosopllical Quarterly 32 (1982). 
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theory represents an attempt to ensure a causal-explanatory role for psychological states 

while allowing for the multiple realizability of psychological properties. Though others 

have endorsed the theory, Donald Davidson is perhaps most closely associated with the 

token identity theory. Schiffer (1987) also promotes the token identity theory. However, 

as we shall see below, there are some important differences between Schiffer's version of 

the theory and Davidson's. 14 

At the core of the token identity theory is the identification of token mental events or 

states with token physical events or states. 1S The physical events with which mental 

events are identified are those which fall under the causal laws implicated in the explanation 

of bodily movements. Now if a mental ev~nt M is identical with a physical event P which 

falls under some causal law L, then, given the indiscemibility of identicals, it must follow 

that M falls under L. It is in this way that token identity theorists attempt to account for the 

causal-explanatory role of psychological events: The same criterion for determining 

whether a given physical event has causal efficacy, viz., whether it falls under some causal 

law, is held to apply to mental events. 

Put in these terms, we can see that what gets Kim into trouble is that he denies that the 

same criterion of causal efficacy applies to both mental and physical events. Physical 

events are held to be causal-explanatory only if they fall under causal laws, whereas mental 

events are held to be causal-explanatory only if they supervene on events falling under 

causal laws. We saw that there was good reason to deny that the latter constituted a 

genuine criterion of causal efficacy. The beauty of the token identity theory is that one is 

14See Davidson 1970,1973,1974; Schiffer 1987, 1990. 
15 Some versions of the token identity theory hold that it is mental states which are token identical with 
physical states, whereas other versions hold that it mental events that are token identical with physical 
events. It is not entirely clear whether this is just a terminological dispute or whether it is a substantive 
one. The important point here is that both versions agree that the relevant physical tokens are those which 
fall under causal laws. The dispute concerns whether it is states or events which fall under such laws. For 
the sake of brevity I shall henceforth discuss the token identity theory in terms of events and not states. 
This should not be taken as an endorsement of the 'event-version' of the token identity theory. 
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seemingly precluded from raising the same objection against it unless one is prepared to call 

into question the criterion of causal efficacy for physical events as well. An additional 

strength of the theory is that it is capable of accomodating multiple realizability. This is 

achieved by denying the reducibility of psychological types. 

I want to raise two objections to the theory. The first objection centers on the fact that the 

physical events with which the theory proposes to identify mental events are those which 

fall under the causal laws implicated in the explanation of bodily movements. If 

psychological events get their causal-explanatory role by virtue of their identity with such 

physical events, then it follows that such physical events are ultimately implicated in the 

explanation of actions. But in my discussion of explanatory relativity we saw that the 

physical events relevant to the causation of bodily movements are incapable of explaining 

actions: they are simply not couched at the appropriate level of generality. Since the 

explanatory utility of propositional attitudes lies primarily in the explanation of actions 

rather than bodily movements, it follows that token identity theorists are wrong in 

attempting to account for the causal-explanatory role of propositional attitudes by 

identifying them with the physical events falling under the causal laws which explain bodily 

movements. 

Secondly, I think that the token identity theory does not ultimately represent a significant 

advance over a Kimian supervenience theory. The problem is that, although an attempt is 

made to account for the causal-explanatory status of psychological tokens, nothing is said 

about the causal-explanatory status of psychological properties, which by hypothesis are 

not reducible to physical properties. On the token identity theory, psychological tokens are 

causal-explanatory because they are identical with physical tokens. Since something is a 

physical token in virtue of instantiating a physical property, this is tantamount to saying that 

psychological tokens are causal-explanatory because they instantiate physical properties. 
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Since it is assumed that psychological properties do not reduce to physical properties, the 

implication is that the psychological properties instantiated by mental events are irrelevant to 

their causal-explanatory role. At best, psychological properties supervene on the physical 

properties which underwrite the causal-explanatory role of mental events. In short, we 

have the same problem Kim is faced with. 

Now Schiffer denies that there are psychological properties in any nonpleonastic sense of 

"property." 16 He claims that talk about psychological properties carries no ontological 

import in the same way that talk of sakes in expressions of the form "I did it for X's sake" 

carries no ontological import. Consequently, his version of the token identity theory is 

immune to the sort of objection I have raised above. For in formulating the problem I have 

presupposed the existence of nonpleonastic psychological properties, and this is an 

assumption that Schiffer denies. If Schiffer's anti-realism about psychological properties is 

correct, then the question about whether or not psychological properties are causal

explanatory is a chimera. 

In chapter four of the dissertation I offer a sustained attack on Schiffer's 'deflationary' 

account of meaning and intentionality. In the meantime, I will offer this somewhat 

concessive gloss of the problem raised above: Unless it can be successfully argued that 

psychological properties are pleonastic--which I think can't be done--the token identity 

theory fails to adequately account for the causal-explanatory role of psychological 

properties. 

16See Schiffer 1987, 1990. 
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2.5 DRETSKE ON THE ROLE OF CONTENT IN THE CONTROL OF BEHAVIOR 

My second objection to the token identity theory was that it, like Kim's supervenience 

theory, fails to adequately account for the causal-explanatory role of psychological 

properties. Commenting on this consequence of the token identity theory, Dretske (1989) 

claims that he finds " ... this result quite unacceptable. It implies that what we believe, 

intend, and desire has no bearing on what we do. It implies that what a person thinks has 

as much relevance to what he does as what a sound means has to the amount of pressure it 

exerts on a glass." 17 In order to vindicate the supposition that propositional-attitude 

properties are causally efficacious, Dretske sets himself the task of revealing how the 

intentional features of propositional attitudes are relevant to their causal role. 

Though human beings are vastly more complex than thermostats, Dretske thinks that the 

latter provide an instructive model for the manner in which the contents of thoughts 

contribute to their causal-explanatory role. The job of a thermostat is to regulate the 

temperature of a room by turning the furnace on when the temperature of the room drops 

below a certain point, and by turning it offwhen the temperature goes above a certain 

point. In order to successfully perform this task, thermostats must be equipped with 

devices which are sensitive to the temperature of the room; that is, they must be equipped 

with devices whose states covary reliabJy with the changes in the temperature of the room. 

Of course that can't be enough, because unless such devices were adequately connected to 

the furnace, their heat sensitivity couldn't have an impact on the regulatory role of the 

thermostat. The point is that thermostats, if they are to perform adequately, must contain 

devices whose states not only reliably covary with the temperature of the room but which 

also tum the furnace off and on at the appropriate times. 

17Dretske 1989, p.3; emphasis the author's. 
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In building thermostats human beings exploit the heat sensitivity of certain metals; that is, 

they give them a certain control function because of their capacity to reliably indicate 

ambient temperature. Thus thermostats represent a type of system in which " ... an internal 

element acquires a control function, a causal role in the determination of output, because of 

the way it is related to external conditions, because of what it (in virtue of these relations) 

indicates or means about the circumstances in which that behavior is produced." 18 

Because of this, Dretske feels that thermostats represent an important first step in 

understanding the manner in which propositional attitudes acquire a control function in 

virtue of their contents. 19 

Though an important first step, the attempt to model the control function of propositional 

attitudes on the model of thermostats falls short in two important respects. First, the heat-

sensitive device in the thermostat acquires its control function because of what human 

beings want thermostats to do and what they believe about the capacity of such a device to 

reliably indicate ambient temperature. Thus any explanation of how such a device acquires 

its control function in the thermostat presupposes, and hence cannot explain, the causal-

explanatory role of propositional attitudes. Second, the kind of representation operative in 

the thermostat, viz., reliable indication, cannot without modification be called upon to play 

the role of intentional content in the story of how propositional attitudes acquire a control 

function. This is because, as Dretske concedes, intentional content admits of the possibility 

ofmisrepresentation--what Fodor (1990) calls "robustness"--whereas there is no room for 

misrepresentation in a straightforward case of reliable indication. 

18Ibid., p. 12; emphasis the author's. 
19More specifically, thermostats represent an important first step in understanding the manner in which 
beliefs acquire a control function in virtue of their contents. Dretske offers a related account of the manner 
in which the causal-expla'latory role of desires is contingent on their contents. I describe his account of 
desires in footnote 17 below. In the text I shall focus on Dretske's account of the causal-explnatory role of 
beliefs. 
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Nonetheless, Dretske thinks that these shortcomings can be finessed without diminishing 

the importance of the thermostat as a model for understanding the control functions of 

propositional attitudes. To begin with, discriminative learning takes the place of designers 

when we tum to the case of propositional attitudes. Dretske's idea is that internal states that 

are selectively sensitive to the environment acquire control functions in humans by a 

process ofleaming: if a state S produces a certain kind of behavior, call it B, under 

conditions C to which it is selectively sensitive, and B is somehow appropriate under C, 

then the production ofB by S under conditions C is reinforced And such reinforcement 

secures that S becomes a cause ofB under conditions C20. Secondly, Dretske thinks that 

misrepresentation can be accomodated on this model by allowing for the possibility of 

misrepresentation following the cessation of the learning period in which an internal state 

acquires its control function. Thus on Dretske's account the intentional content of a 

propositional attitude is whatever it reliably indicates for the duration of a specific learning 

period. That learing period is defined as the period during which the propositional attitude 

acquires, via a process of reinforcement, a certain control function over the behavior of the 

organism in virtue of being a reliable indicator of its content. 

So much then for Dretske's account of the role of propositional attitudes in the 

explanation of actions. As I shall argue now, the view makes several implausible empirical 

assumptions. First, the view seems to fly in the face of the following fact about human 

discriminative capacities: for many kinds of discriminative tasks, our success rate seems to 

increase with experience; we get better at identifying things as we learn more. Consider, 

for example, the obvious differences in ability to identify artists, genres, time periods, etc. 

20In Dretske's account desires play the key role in the reinforcement process. Desire states playa 
reinforcing role by virtue of their capacity to reliably indicate the consequences of behavior, especially those 
consequences that are beneficial to an organism. Dretske defines satisfaction conditions for desires in terms 
of their capacities to reliably indicate the consequences of behavior. Since such capacities are held to be 
relevant to the role played by desires in reinforcement, Dretske takes his account to vindicate the idea that 
the content of a desire is relevant to its causal-explanatory role. 



58 

between a novice art history student and someone with a Ph.D. in art history. Consider 

also the differences between a novice and a grand master in the ability to identify the 

strategy underlying an opponent's moves in a chess game. Dretske's theory implies that if 

there are any changes over time to our discriminative capacities, it is from perfect to less 

than perfect. He needs to say this because first, in order to misrepresent or misidentify 

something, that thing must be a possible object of thought; that is to say, it must be 

possible to have that thing as part of the content of one's thoughts. Second, Dretske's 

story on representation is that it arises from relations of reliable indication during a learning 

period. Thus one cannot now misrepresent members of some category C unless there was 

a prior period during which one's ability to discriminate Cs was perfect. So according to 

Dretske's theory of representation, we ought not to expect our discriminative capacities to 

improve over time, contrary to what actually occurs for many discriminative tasks.21 

A second dubious empirical assumption in Dretske is his assumption that conditions exist 

under which our beliefs are reliable indicators of their contents. Such conditions are held to 

obtain during the learning period. What makes this assumption dubious is the fact that, in 

our adult lives at least, we seem incapable of achieving such systematic infallibility; the 

relevant conditions never obtain during adulthood. Consequently, to make Dretske's story 

convincing, one would want to have some independent account of our cognitive 'fall from 

21 What about the ability to learn a natural language? It is true that there is a time frame during early 
childhood when a normal individual can learn a natural language far more quickly and with greater ease than 
at any later point in her life. Here we seem to have a case in which the ability to perform a cognitive task 
decreases after an early learning period. Nevertheless, the case of natural-language learning does not offer 
much support for Dretske's case. It is not as if the child can do something flawlessly, viz., learn a natural 
language, which the adult can do only imperfectly. If they work at it, most adults can become fluent in 
languages other than their native languages. What distinguishes the child from the adult is the degree of 
effort and time that must go into learning a language. Once we leave that privileged time frame, it requires 
a lot more work and time to learn a language. However, the important point is that the adult can succeed in 
learning a language no less than the child can. The kind of case needed to vindicate Dretske's theory would 
involve a situation in which a discriminative task that can only be performed perfectly during the learning 
period. 



from grace'; that is to say, an explanation of why we lose our capacities as reliable 

indicators. In the absence of such an account, Dretske's assumption of an infallible 

learning period seems like wishful thinking given our evident cognitive fallibilities as 

adults. 
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The third and final problem for Dretske that I want to raise is this.22 Dretske proposes to 

define the content ofa representation in terms of what it reliably indicates during the so

called learning period. We have seen that he only requires reliable indication during the 

learning period to accomodate the evident fact that mental representations often fail to 

reliably indicate their contents. But it is not obvious that these two facts can be squared so 

easily. Let's suppose that a symbol S has the property P as its content. And let's further 

suppose that, after the learning period, circumstances C obtain under which S fails to 

indicate an instantiation ofP. Trivially, if there are actual circumstances C in which S fails 

to indicate an instantiation ofP, then there are possibJe circumstances C in which S fails to 

indicate an instantiation ofP. But then how could S have ever qualified as a reliable 

indicator of P, since it was true even during the learning period that there were possible 

circumstances C under which S would have failed to reliably indicate P? The answer is that 

it couldn't. A symbol S reliably indicates a property P only if tokenings of S covary not 

only with actual but also possible instantiations of P. By hypothesis, tokenings of S do not 

covary with instantiations ofP in circumstances C. But then tokenings of S during the 

learning period would not covary with possible instantiations ofP under conditions C. 

Therefore, there is no time during which S is a reliable indicator ofP, contrary to our initial 

assumption. 

22This argument can be found in both Cummins (1989) and Fodor (1990). 
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2.6 DENNEIT'S INTENTIONAL-STANCE THEORY 

Daniel Dennett argues that the primary utility of propositional-attitude concepts lies in their 

role as devices for predicting actions.23 Identity theorists like Fodor or Schiffer grant the 

predictive utility of propositional-attitude notions but then go on to explain their predictive 

utility by citing the identity of token mental events with token physical events that causally 

underlie behavior. Dennett, on the other hand, offers a radically different strategy for 

explaining the predictive utility of propositional attitudes. What sets Dennett's account 

apart from that of the token identity theorists is his denial that propositional attitudes are 

discrete states of the brain. 

In Dennett's terminology, we adopt the intentional stance when we predict behavior in 

terms of an agent's propositional attitudes. The key to understanding and hence explaining 

the predictive prowess of the intentional stance lies in the normative and idealizing nature of 

propositional-attitude ascriptions and the predictions based on them. According to Dennett, 

our ascriptions of propositional attitudes to others must reveal them to be rational, to have 

correct beliefs about what things are necessary for them to satisfy their desires, and to 

desire the kinds of things which would allow them to flourish in life.24 In making 

predictions from the intentional stance we assume that "[a] system's behavior will consist 

of those acts that it would be rational for an agent with those beliefs and desires to 

perform. ,,25 

23See Dennett 1971, 1981a, 1981b, 1987a. 
24Cf. Dennett 1971; Dennett 1981a, especially p. 49. Of course even Dennett concedes that things are not 
that neat and tidy. Intentional-stance theory, aka folk psychology, is capable of licensing attributions of 
irrational beliefs, desires and other propositional attitudes. However Dennett, along with such advocates of 
the principle of charity as Davidson and Quine, are quick to point out that such attributions are only 
possible given a backdrop of propositional-attitude attributions which conform to the normative 
requirements of rationality. 
25Dennett 1981a, p. 49; emphasis the author's. 
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Such predictions are generally borne out, Dennett holds, because human beings (and 

other animals) are the products of natural selection. That we are the products of a long 

evolutionary process ensures that we are well-designed, equipped to behave in ways that 

will enable us to survive and flourish. On this conception, the success of intentional-stance 

predictions lies in the coincidence between the principles of propositional-attitude ascription 

and the facts about how we have been designed by evolution. Our principles of 

propositional-attitude attribution presuppose that we are rational agents who are believers of 

truths and lovers of the good, and, 10 and behold, those are precisely the qualities that 

evolution has selected for! 

Of course, everything I've said so far might be accepted by a token identity theorist. The 

distinctive twist that Dennett adds to this story is his assertion that selection processes need 

not--and more than likely did not--'design' intentional systems in such a way that 

propositional attitudes are discrete brain states. As a result of selection pressures spanning 

millions of years, human beings have come to possess a complex network of behavioral 

capacities which enables them to survive and flourish in a variety of environments. The 

possession of such a network of behavioral capacities, Dennett urges, is the only criterion 

for determining whether something is an intentional system. Ascriptions of propositional 

attitudes allow us to track these behavioral dispositions, but not by characterizing the 

internal structure of the brain. It is not the business of propositional-attitude ascriptions to 

exhibit how the behavioral dispositions which they track get implemented in human beings 

or any other intentional system. 

Dennett is taken by many to be an instrumentalist about propositional attitudes. This 

would mean that on his view ascriptions of propositional attitudes are never literally true. 

Dennett disavows this consequence. Propositional-attitude ascriptions, he holds, describe 



something real: they describe patterns of behavior which are the manifestations of the 

behavioral dispositions alluded to above. 
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There are patterns in human affairs that impose themselves, not quite inexorably but 
with great vigor, absorbing physical perturbations and variations that might as well be 
considered random; these are the patterns that we characterize in terms of the beliefs, 
desires, and intentions of rational agents.26 

Dennett's idea is that such patterns of behavior " ... are describable from the intentional 

stance, and only from that stance.,,27 I make essentially the same claim in my application 

of Garfinkel's concept of explanatory relativity to folk psychological explanations of 

actions. I point to the fact that one and the same action type can be realized by a multitude 

of distinct types of bodily movements. This has the consequence that the explanation of an 

action A is distinct from and cannot be reduced to the explanation of a bodily movement B, 

even when B realizes A; in Garfinkel's terminology, the 'contrast spaces' of the two 

explanations will be different. 

Thus my account of folk psychological explanations of action agrees with Dennett in 

recognizing that actions constitute a class of explananda that is distinct from the class of 

bodily movements. I also agree with Dennett's claim that propositional-attitude notions are 

couched at a level of , generality' which is well-suited for the description, explanation and 

prediction of actions. Where our accounts diverge is on the nature of folk psychological 

explanations. I argued above that such explanations are causal explanations, and I offered 

an account of propositional attitudes in which they were held to be structural or global 

features that accounted for the redundant causalities in the behavior-causing mechanisms of 

the brain. 

26Dennett 1981 b, p. 27; emphasis the author's. 
27Ibid., p. 25. 



Since Dennett denies that propositional attitudes are discrete 'inner states', it would 

appear that Dennett is constrained to deny that folk psychological explanations are causal 

explanations. In a footnote in Dennett (1991) he disavows this charge, arguing that his 

view treats propositional attitudes as causal-explanatory notions, and not as mere 
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" ... epiphenomena having no causal powers. ,,28 I want now to quote the passage which 

contains Dennett's argument. AftelWards, I shall comment on whether his argument 

succeeds in vindicating the causal-explanatory status of propositional attitudes. 

If one finds a predictive pattern of the sort just described one has ipso /acto discovered 
a causal power--a difference in the world that makes a subsequent difference testable by 
standard empirical methods of variable manipulation. Consider the crowd-drawing 
power of a sign reading "Free Lunch" placed in the window of a restaurant, and 
compare its power in a restaurant in New York to its power in a restaurant in Tokyo. 
The intentional level is obviously the right level at which to predict and explain such 
causal powers; the sign more reliably produces a particular belief in one popUlation of 
perceivers than in the other, and variations in the color of typography of the sign are not 
as predictive of variations in crowd-drawing power as are variations in (perceivable) 
meaning.29 

What is causing what in Dennett's example? The quoted passage begins with the claim 

that if one discovers a pattern in the world that is predictable from the intentional stance, 

then one has "ipso facto discovered a causal power." (p. 43) In his example, the 'pattern' 

is the meaning that the sign "Free Lunch" has in English. We are able to reliably predict the 

different effects of the sign in New York and Tokyo respectively by describing it in terms 

of its meaning as a sentence of English, and changes in the meaning of the sign are more 

predictive of changes in the sign's effect on behavior than are many other kinds of changes 

to the sign, such as changes in font style. Now how does this example vindicate the 

causal-explanatory status of propositional attitudes? The focus of his example is on the 

28Dennett 1991, p.43fn; emphasis the author's. 
29Dennett 1991, pp. 43-4n. 
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sign's meaning and its ability to draw crowds in one setting and not in another. Of course, 

on my account this is only part of the story: intervening between the meaning of the sign 

and the actions of people are propositional attitudes. I want to say that what accounts for 

the crowd-drawing power of the sign's meaning is the fact that it reliably produces certain 

beliefs in English-speaking people (and not in monolingual Japanese speakers), and that it 

is these beliefs coupled with certain desires and intentions which are directly causally 

responsible for producing the relevant actions. 

It is true that Dennett does say that the sign " ... more reliably produces a particular belief 

in one population of perceivers than in the other." (p. 44) But this doesn't cause him to 

shift his focus from the causal power of the sign's meaning to the causal powers of 

propositional attitudes. That is, he doesn't go on to give the kind of account of the causal

explanatory role of propositional attitudes that I give. He can't really, since he doesn't see 

them as discrete states of the brain, not even as the sorts of structural or global features that 

I argue for. Dennett's idea is that intentionally characterized patterns of behavior can have 

predictable effects on further patterns of behavior: The priest utters "You may kiss the 

bride" and the two individuals standing in front of him embrace. The professor utters 

"Please clear your desks of all notes and books" and the students all respond by clearing 

off their desks. I would agree with Dennett that these patterns constitute differences in the 

world that make a " ... subsequent difference testable by standard empirical methods of 

variable manipulation." (p. 44) And I would agree that these patterns are describable from 

the intentional stance in the sense that they are patterns of intentional actions. But I 

disagree with him that this is as far as folk psychological explanation can go. In particular, 

I want to argue that folk psychology can explain why those patterns can make differences 

in the world "testable by standard empirical methods of variable manipulation." Folk 



psychology achieves this explanatory power by positing propositional attitudes as 

underlying causes of the actions which constitute the patterns emphasized by Dennett. 

2.7 CONCLUSION 
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I have argued for a view of folk psychological explanations of action in which 

propositional attitudes are both causal-explanatory and physicalistically irreducible. If I'm 

right, then folk psychological explanations of action constitute counterexamples to 

methodological physicalism, i.e., to the view that causal-explanatory notions appearing in 

correct explanations must be physicalistically reducible. My brief against methodological 

physicalism is not yet complete, however. In the following two chapters I am going to 

critically examine two prominent attempts to provide naturalistic reductions of intentional 

content: the teleological theory of Ruth Millikan and Jerry Fodor's theory of asymmetric 

dependence. Some issues will emerge from this discussion whose interest and importance 

go beyond the question of the tenability of methodological physicalism. At the same time, 

however, I view these chapters as a way of hedging my bets. 
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3 

MILLIKAN'S TELEOLOGICAL THEORY OF REPRESENTATION 

3.0 Teleology and Content 

The teleological theory of representation begins with the notion of a biological category. 

An organ or system falls within a given biological category in virtue of its " ... historical 

connections with prior examples of kinds that have served certain functions, or typically, 

sets of functions." 1 X is historically connected to Y in the relevant sense if: a) X was 

produced by mechanisms which also accounted for the past production of Y, and b) The 

manner in which X was produced by such mechanisms accords with the manner in which 

Y was produced by these mechanisms. The sort of function which is constitutive of a 

biological category--Millikan (1986) calls this a proper function--is defined in terms of the 

contribution made by past members of that category to the reproductive fitness of the 

species in which such members are found. Thus the heart constitutes a distinct biological 

category from the liver because hearts have historically contributed to reproductive fitness 

by efficiently circulating the blood whereas livers have contributed to reproductive fitness 

by removing toxins from the blood. Furthermore, a given liver can have the proper 

function of removing toxins from the blood even if it is unable to perform this function. It 

has this function provided only that it is historically connected in the right sort of ways with 

livers whose performance of that function contributed to reproductive fitness. 

In addition to the notions of a biological category and the proper functions of members of 

a biological category, the teleological theory of representation invokes two further 

concepts. The first notion is that of Normal conditions for the performance ofa proper 

IMillikan 1986, pp. 51-2. 
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function. This refers to the types of conditions under which members of a particular 

biological category have historically performed their proper function. The idea is that the 

effects of the operation of a given organ or system will have yielded evolutionary payoffs 

because certain conditions obtained. These conditions are then identified as the Normal 

conditions for the performance of the proper function of members of the corresponding 

biological category. 

The second concept is that of the performance of a proper function in accordance with a 

Normal explanation. This refers to the manner in which members of a biological category 

historically performed their proper function. Human hearts, e.g., presumably performed 

their proper function of circulating blood in a certain characteristic manner. A pacemaker

assisted heart may be able to circulate blood effectively and thus perform its proper 

function, however it would not do so in accordance with a Normal explanation. (This 

example is borrowed from Millikan (1986» 

With this theoretical machinary in place we can now tum to Millikan's (1986) treatment 

of folk psychology. Millikan asserts that the central explanatory constructs of folk 

psychology, viz., the propositional attitudes, constitute biological categories. Since a 

biological category is individuated in terms of the proper function{s) of its members, this 

means that each propositional-attitude type is associated with a distinct proper function. 

Thus for Millikan, folk psychology is best seen as a theory of the proper functions of 

psychological states. Proper functions are simply species of Normal effects, i.e., effects 

which historically contributed to survival and reproductive fitness. So the upshot of 

Millikan's (1986) view is that folk psychology is just an extension of evolutionary biology, 

and, a fortiori, is naturalistic through and through. 

The principal stumbling block in the attempt to naturalize folk psychology is the matter of 

intentional content. There are two related issues here. First, folk psychology individuates 
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mental states by means of their respective contents. Second, the content of a mental state 

seems crucial to its explanatory role. Millikan thinks that both of these features of 

intentionality can be incorporated within an evolutionary and hence naturalistic framework, 

though as we shall see there are important differences between her treatments of satisfaction 

conditions for desires and truth conditions for beliefs.2 Let's tum now to her account of 

intentional content, begining with satsifaction conditions. 

"[T]he most obvious proper function of every desire," Millikan contends, " .. :is to help 

cause its own fulfillment.,,3 The satisfaction conditions of desires, in other words, 

precisely coincide with their proper functions. Notice how this account handles both 

features of intentional content mentioned above. First, the fact that folk psychology 

individuates desires in tenns of their satisfaction conditions is a direct consequence of 

Millikan's (1986) account, since biological categories are individuated in terms of their 

proper functions. Second, if the proper function of a desire is to help cause its own 

satisfaction, then it obviously follows that the content of a desire tracks its explanatory role. 

So much then for the teleological "reduction" of satisfaction conditions. Millikan's 

(1986) account of truth conditions for beliefs differs in one important respect from her 

account of satisfaction conditions. Unlike with desires, she does not directly identify the 

content ofa belief with its proper function. Millikan contends that a belief has two proper 

functions. One such function is to " ... participate in inferences in such a manner as to help 

produce fulfillment of desires.'4 A second proper function is to participate in inferences to 

yield true beliefs. 

2These are not the only characteristic features of intentional content. A further aspect of intentionality, one 
which Brentano held to be its distinguishing feature, is the fact that one can have thoughts about--as well as 
desires for--things which do not exist. Millikan thinks that her teleological account of intentionality is 
capable of handling this further feature of intentionality. (cf. Millikan 1986, p. 75) None of my criticisms 
in the text hang on the question of whether her theory succeeds in this regard. 
30p. cit., p.63. 
4Ibid., p. 67. 
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Now one obvious way in which beliefs can perform these functions is by being true. 

The practical syllogism shows us the most obvious way in which true beliefs lead to 

successful actions. And deductive logic reveals truth-preserving rules of inference which, 

if followed, are guaranteed to yield true beliefs from true beliefs. Of course, sometimes 

one can succeed in an endeavor even if one is misinformed, and one can sometimes arrive 

at true conclusions from false premises. However, Millikan's contention is that these kinds 

of situations are abNormal--they are cases where a belief is performing its proper functions 

but not in accordance with a Normal explanation. Historically, the belief that p performed 

functions which contributed to reproductive fitness only when p. Millikan's theory has it 

that the Normal condition for the performance of the proper function of a belief in 

accordance with a Normal explanation is that beliefs truth condition. 

Millikan suggests that her teleological reduction of truth conditions provides a nice 

explanation of why folk psychology views false beliefs as being defective. If the truth of a 

belief is necessary for it to perform its proper functions in accordance with a Normal 

explanation, then a belief which is false is precisely one which is unable to perform its 

proper functions in accordance with a Normal explanation. 

Earlier I said that a successful reduction of intentional content would have to account for 

the explanatory role of content as well as for the fact that folk psychology individuates 

propositional attitudes in terms of their contents. For desires, Millikan simply identifies 

satisfaction conditions with proper functions. With beliefs, the connection between content 

and explanatory role is not so straightfol ward. A beliefs truth condition turns out to be a 

'precondition' for the performance of thai ueHefs proper functions. Consequently, truth 

conditions have an indirect explanatory role, in that they constitute conditions whose 

obtaining is necessary if a person's beliefs are to perform their respective proper functions 

successfully in accordance with a Normal explanation. This also explains why truth 
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conditions serve to individuate beliefs. For though a given belief might lead to a myriad of 

different types of behavior (depending on which other beliefs and desires it is acting in 

concert with) and might lead to the tokening of a variety of different sorts of beliefs 

(depending on the nature of the inference) what remains constant is the requirement that the 

belief be troe in order for it to successfully perform its proper functions in accordance with 

a Normal explanation. 

To sum up. Millikan (1986) holds that the explanatory categories of folk psychology, 

viz., the propositional attitudes, are biological categories. Biological categories are 

individuated in terms of their proper functions, or, what amounts to the same thing, their 

Normal effects. A Normal effect is an effect which historically contributed to the 

reproductive fitness of a given species and hence which contributed to the replication of the 

mechanism responsible for that effect in future generations of that species. In addition to 

the notion of a proper function, Millikan introduces the notion of a Normal condition for 

the performance of a proper function as well as the notion of the performance of a proper 

function in accordance with a Normal explanation. Both of these notions, like the notion of 

a proper function, are defined in terms of the evolutionary histories of the relevant 

mechanisms and the species in which such mechanisms are found. The heart of Millikan's 

teleological theory of representation consists in 'reducing' the intentional notions of folk 

psychology to teleological ones. In particular, she suggests identifying the satisfaction 

conditions of desires with the proper functions of desires, and the truth conditions of 

beliefs with the Normal conditions for the performance of the proper functions of beliefs in 

accordance with a Normal explanation. 

If the notion of a biological category and its associated notions can ultimately be glossed 

in naturalistic terms--and there is no prima filcie reason for thinking that they can't--then 

Millikan's teleleological theory of representation constitutes a naturalistic reduction of the 
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intentional notions of folk psychology. Whether her proposal is ultimately a successful 

one is another matter. I want to argue below that the teleological theory of representation is 

doomed to fail in its reductive task. I shall present three reasons for being less than 

optimistic about its prospects. The first reason concerns Millikan's proposal that the proper 

function of each desire is to effect its own fulfillment. A second reason arises from the 

problem posed for her theory by propositional attitudes that are not innate. The third and 

final reason for being pessimistic centers on her selectionist gloss of the notion of a 

biological function. I want now to look at each of these objections in more detail. 

3.1 PROBLEMS FOR THE TELEOLOGICAL THEORY OF REPRESENTATION 

3.1.1 THE NORMAL SATISFACTION OF DESIRES 

The teleological theory of representation maintains that the proper function of a desire--its 

Normal effect--is to lead to actions which bring about its own satisfaction under Normal 

conditions. Given the definitions of proper function and Normal conditions for the 

performance of proper function, the teleological gloss of the satisfaction conditions of 

desires has two important implications. First, it implies that desires have historically 

served to bring about their own fulfillment under Normal conditions. (and that such 

fulfillment yielded evolutionary paYoffs) Second, it implies that when conditions are 

Normal, each desire leads to its own fulfillment. 

But there are prima facie counterexamples to these claims. Consider the desire that it rain 

tomorrow and spoil the church picnic, or the desire that Nolan Ryan pitch ten career no-



hitters. As Fodor (1990) points out, desires like these are causally isolated from " ... the 

states of affairs whose occurrence would satisfy them, even when things are Normal."S 

3.1.2 THE PROBLEM OF DESIRES WHICH ARE NOT INNATE 
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Millikan identifies the satisfaction condition ofa desire with its Normal effect. The latter is 

defined as that effect of the desire which historically contributed to reproductive fitness. 

Now, though we know little about the mental lives of the earliest members of our species, 

surely this much is beyond reasonable doubt: Humans in the late twentieth century have 

many thoughts that our earliest ancestors never entertained. How can Millikan's explicitly 

historical and selectionist theory of content account for the contents of such thoughts? 

Millikan (1986) never explicitly addresses the problem of noninnate thoughts, however I 

think it is pretty clear how she would propose to account for the intentionality of such 

thoughts. Two points are relevant here. The first is Millikan's contention that the proper 

functions of beliefs and desires are derived from the proper functions of the mechanisms 

that produce and 'use' them. She describes the genesis of the proper functions of desires 

as follows: 

[T]he most obvious proper function of every desire, it is reasonable to suppose, is 
to help cause its own fulfillment. For it is reasonable that the mechanisms in us that 
manufacture desires (not, of course, any specific desires) have proliferated because 
the desires they produce are sometimes (by no means always) relevant to our 
flourishing and eventually reproducing, and because relevant desires have 
sometimes participated in processes that ultimately effected their fulfillment. 6 

The second point concerns Millikan's contention that under Normal conditions beliefs and 

desires perform their proper functions in accordance with a Normal explanation by serving 

5Fodor 1990, p. 69. 
60p. cit., p. 63; emphasis the author's. 
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as maps of the states of affairs that constitute their contents. Millikan's idea is that when all 

goes properly and Normally, abstract transformations on beliefs and desires correspond 

one-to-one with transformations on the states of affairs which constitute their contents. 

Consider, e.g., the belief that Jon loves Mary. According to Millikan's proposal, the state 

of affairs ofJon's loving Mary is the Normal condition for the performance of the proper 

function of that belief in accordance with a Normal explanation. Consider the substitution 

rule that transforms the belief that x loves y into the belief that y loves x. This rule 

transforms the belief that Jon loves Mary into the belief that Mary loves Jon. Now 

according to Millikan's account of content, that Mary loves Jon is a Normal condition for 

the performance of the proper function of the belief that Mary loves Jon in accordance with 

aN ormal explanation. But that state of affairs is just a transformation of the former state of 

affairs by means of a substitution rule which exactly corresponds to the substitution rule 

that transforms the belief that x loves y into the belief that y loves x. 

So Millikan's idea is that the proper functions of beliefs and desires derive from the 

proper functions of the mechanisms that produce them, and that the latter perform their 

proper functions Normally in part by producing states--beliefs and desires--which map 

onto the world in accordance with certain kinds of abstract mapping relations. Now these 

same mapping relations, Millikan argues, explain how it is possible to have beliefs about 

entities and situations which do not exist. These beliefs are produced by the same 

mechanisms which produce beliefs about existing entities and situations. Consequently, 

the same mapping relations which apply to the latter beliefs also apply to the former beliefs. 

These mapping relations determine what would have to be the case in order for such 

beliefs to perform their proper functions in accordance with Normal explanations; that is, 

the mapping relations determine the Nonnal conditions for the performance of the proper 

functions of such beliefs in accordance with Nonnal explanations. 
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The problem with which we began this section centered on the many beliefs and desires 

which couldn't possibly have played any role in the evolutionary history of homo sapiens. 

Such propositional attitudes pose a prima facie problem for a theory like Millikan's which 

attempts to ground intentional notions in selectionist terms. I submit that Millikan's best 

hope for solving this problem--if not her only hope--is via an extension of the strategy she 

employs to explain how beliefs about nonexistents are possible. Such a strategy would 

begin with the observation that those of our beliefs and desires which we fail to share with 

our earliest ancestors are nevertheless produced in us by the very same kinds of 

mechanisms which produced the beliefs and desires that historically contributed to 

reproductive fitness. If that observation is correct, and if those nascent beliefs and desires 

contributed to reproductive fitness by serving as maps of the environment in accordance 

with certain mapping rules, then it would seem open for Millikan to claim, as she does for 

beliefs about things that don't exist, that these same mapping relations apply to those 

beliefs and desires which modem humans fail to share with their earliest ancestors. The 

truth and satisfaction conditions of such beliefs and desires, respectively, would then be 

determined in accordance with these mapping relations. For such acquired beliefs, these 

mapping relations determine the Normal conditions for the performance of their proper 

functions in accordance with a Normal explanation. And for acquired desires, similar sorts 

of mapping relations determine their proper functions. 

Though it may represent Millikan's best hope, the strategy outlined above is hopeless. 

Even on the most charitable assumptions about the psychological sophistication of our 

earliest ancestors, the thoughts of an educated person in the late twentieth century far 

surpass in both scope and complexity the thoughts of an early human. A reasonably well

informed member of our society can have thoughts about the stock market, the collapse of 

Stalinism, nuclear power, post-modern architecture, Mozart's operas, and so on and on. 
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Now, what the above proposal amounts to is the claim that the mapping relations which are 

adequate to account for the intentionality of our ancestors' propositional attitudes are also 

adequate to account for the intentionality of our propositional attitudes. And what I am 

urging is that this suggestion is just not credible in the face of the gaping chasm between 

our mental lives and those of our earliest ancestors. The mapping relations, if any, which 

account for the intentionality of the thoughts of our earliest ancestors would vastly 

under determine the contents of our thoughts. 

The upshot is that the mapping relations suitable for the thoughts of the earliest humans 

are unsuitable for the thoughts of modem humans. The third and final objection that I want 

to look at also raises doubts about the adequacy of mapping relations to ground the 

intentionality of thought, though the problem does not tum on intergenerational differences. 

3.1.3 THE PROBLEM OF INDETERMINACY 

This objection comes from Fodor (1990). As we saw above, the proper function of x in 

species y is defined in terms of the selectionally advantageous effects that earlier 

generations ofx's have had; effects which explain the continued presence ofx's in later 

generations of y's. Consider now the special mechanism inside a frog which leads it to 

snap its tongue at small moving black objects in its visual field. (the example is from Fodor 

1990) How are we to describe the representational content of the frog's snapping 

mechanism? A natural suggestion might be to describe the snapping mechanism as being 

about flies; as representing the local presence of flies. 

The justification might be that the selectionally advantageous effect of the snapping 

mechanism--its Normal effect--is the ingestion of flies. Hence the local presence of flies is 

a Normal condition for the performance of the proper function of the snapping mechanism 
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in accordance with a Normal explanation. However, as Fodor points out, we could just as 

easily construct a parallel explanation which describes the snapping mechanism as 

representing the local presence of tiny, airborne, black objects. By a parallel explanation I 

mean an explanation which invokes precisely the same evolutionary facts to ground its 

ascription of content. Fodor correctly points out that under the Normal conditions for the 

operation of the fly-snapping mechanism, there is a reliable correlation between the 

property of being a locally-flying fly and the property of being a tiny, airborne black object. 

That is to say, in the historical circumstances that are relevant to a selectionist explanation 

of how fly-snapping mechanisms became established in frogs all and only flying flies were 

airborne, black objects. So a mechanism whose job it was to represent and snap at 

airborne, black objects would yield precisely the same evolutionary payoff for frogs as 

would a mechanism whose job it was to represent and snap at flies. Crucially, this means 

that one cannot use teleological facts to settle the question of whether the frog's snapping 

mechanism represents and snaps at flying flies or at airborne, black objects. From the 

teleological perspective, it is simply indeterminate what the representational content of the 

frog's snapping mechanism is. 

The upshot then is that the teleological theory of representation faces problems of 

indeterminacy of this sort whenever two Nonnally, reliably-correlated properties have 

equal evolutionary utility. And, as Fodor points out, this situation is ubiquitous. Consider 

again the snapping mechanism of the frog. As to the question of its representational 

content, we have already seen how the teleological theory of representation lacks the 

resources to resolve the indeterminacy between the property of being a fly and the property 

of being a locally airborne black object. It turns out that that same theory also lacks the 

resources to decide between the property of being a fly and the property of being a fly-or

bee-bee as constituting the correct representational content of the snapping mechanism. 
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Again it is a matter of NonnalJy reliably coextensive properties yielding the same 

evolutionary payoff. In the circumstances which explain why the snapping mechanism led 

to gene bequests and thus why it became established in the repertoire offrogs--i.e., in the 

Normal circumstances for the performance of the proper function of the snapping 

mechanism--al1 of the flies-or-bee-bees were reliably flies. 7 

What we have in this case is a recipe for disaster as far as the teleological theory of 

representation is concerned. For that theory is an attempt to account for the representational 

contents employed in folk psychological and folk semantic explanations. What the fly-or

bee-bee case shows is that the teleological theory of representation will fail to deliver the 

right folk psychological and folk semantic content assignments each and every time. For it 

will always be unable to choose between the representational content that intuitively seems 

right from crazy disjunctive contents one of whose disjuncts is Normally uninstantiated. 

Where folk psychology or folk semantics finds no indeterminacy, the teleological theory 

will invariably imply that there is.8 

Now it might seem that there are two ways that Millikan might try to escape this 

difficulty. The difficulty, to repeat, is that the theoretical resources she suggests for 

explicating semantic and intentional content are not fine-grained enough to capture the 

contents ascribed by folk psychology and folk semantics. We saw above that Millikan 

thinks that representational relations are ultimately certain sorts of abstract mapping 

relations between signs and states of affairs. And it might be felt that therein lies the 

71t might be argued that the property fly-or-bee-bee is not a legitimate candidate for the representational 
content of the fly snapping mechanism of the frog, since it requires that the frog have the concept of 
disjunction, which presupposition is empirically improbable. This argument is unsound, as Fodor points 
out. The fact that, from the point of view of our conceptual framework, a given concept has a disjunctive 
extension, it does not necessarily follow that the concept itself be syntactically complex. It is perfectly 
coherent to imagine basic concepts of one conceptual framework whose extensions can only be expressed by 
nonbasic concepts of another conceptual scheme. This, I take it, is one of the important lessons of 
Goodman's 'grue' example. 
81t seems that precisely the same points could be made against the teleological theory of representation 
using Goodmanian 'grue' -type concepts instead of the disjunctive concepts of the fly-or-bee-bee variety. 
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resolution to the indetenninacy problem. For it might tum out that the relevant mapping 

relations map the frog's snapping mechanism onto states of affairs involving the property 

of being a fly and not onto states of affairs involving the property of being a fly-or-bee-bee. 

(mutatis mutandis for the property of being a little-ambient-black-object) 

Given Millikan's gloss of the nature of the content-detennining mapping relations, I don't 

see how they are capable of solving the indetenninacy problem. To repeat what I said 

earlier, Millikan's idea is that when all goes properly and Nonnally, abstmct 

transformations on beliefs and desires correspond one-to-one with transformations on the 

states of affairs which constitute their contents. But since the indetenninacy problem we 

are considering involves Nonnally, reliably coextensive properties, under Normal 

conditions any one-to-one tmnsformation on a state of affairs featuring one of the 

properties will be matched by an identical tranfonnation on a state of affairs featuring the 

other property. So we will not get a resolution of the aforementioned indetenninacy by 

appealing to the abstmct mapping relations which Millikan contends are constitutive of 

intentional and semantic relations. 

So much then for the first way that Millikan might try to resolve the problem about 

indeterminacy. A second possibility for resolving the difficulty would be by going 

counterfactual. Returning to the case of the frog, the idea would be that the reason the 

correct content assignment to the frog's snapping mechanism invokes the property of being 

a fly and not the property of being a fly-or-bee-bee (nor, for that matter, the property of 

being a locally-moving-black-object) is that in possible worlds where all of the fly-or-bee

bees are bee bees, (and not flies, as they are in the actual world) snapping at fly-or-bee

bees would not be selectively advantageous. In other words, the reason we can identify the 

biological function--and hence representational content--of the frog's snapping mechanism 

as involving the property of being a fly, and not the property of being a fly-or-bee-bee, is 
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that it is only in possible worlds where the snapping mechanism snaps at flies that that 

mechanism would have an evolutionary payoff. (a similar argument could then be used to 

show why the property of being a locally-moving-small-black-object is also not the actual 

representational content of the snapping mechanism) 

This is not going to help Millikan, however, for two reasons. First, as Fodor points out, 

there is seemingly no principled way of constraining the range of possible worlds or 

counterfactual situations which are relevant to determining content in this manner. For 

example, what about possible worlds in which flies are toxic to frogs but bee bees aren't? 

Clearly, if these possible worlds are allowed to count in the teleological determination of 

content, then the above argument goes nowhere. 

Second, as Fodor also points out, counterfactual situations are irrelevant to selectional 

histories. It certainly has no bearing on the actual evolutionary advantages which accrue to 

some state or mechanism that in such and such counterfactual situations, that state or 

mechanism would or would not have evolutionary payoffs. Ifwe want to use evolutionary 

considerations to explain the proper functioning of some state or mechanism, then the only 

thing that matters is what circumstances actually obtained during the operations of the 

mechanism or state. Since Millikan is committed to explicating the notion of proper 

function in terms of actual selectional histories, she cannot avail herself of the 

counterfactual ploy to get around the indeterminacy objection raised above. 

In the next chapter I will critically assess Fodor's (1990) attempt to give a naturalistic 

reduction of intentional content: his theory of asymmetric dependence. Before proceeding, 

however, I need to clarify the nature of this last objection to Millikan. In the final chapter 

of my dissertation, as well as in the chapter on the deflationary theory of meaning, I argue 

that the facts of nature are capable of , sustaining' (or explaining) more than one scheme of 

content attribution. I draw the conclusion that folk psychology and folk semantics are 
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wrong in treating thoughts and utterances as having univocal contents. However difficult it 

might be, we must acknowledge that our thoughts and utterances are susceptible of distinct 

interpretations. 

In the light of these remarks it might appear paradoxical that I criticize Millikan for being 

unable to resolve indeterminacy problems. The reason I offer this as a criticism is that 

Millikan presents her theory as an attempt to naturalize intentional and semantic content as 

these notions figure in folk psychology and folk semantics, respectively. But we have seen 

that these 'theories' treat our thoughts and utterances as having univocal contents. So 

Millikan's theory presupposes the univocality of content. My third criticism of Millikan is 

directed towards that presupposition. This of course means that she could escape the 

criticism by simply relinquishing this assumption. A teleological approach to representaion 

needn't be committed to the univocality of content. However, she would still need to 

counter the first two criticisms levelled above which attack other aspects of the teleological 

theory. The first criticism challenged her claim that the proper function of every desire is to 

lead to its own fulfillment under Normal conditions by producing examples of desires 

which are causally isolated from their satisfaction conditions even under Normal 

conditions. The second criticism brought up the challenge for Millikan's view that 

noninnate beliefs and desires pose for her teleological theory of representation. Since 

contents must ultimately be founded on selectional histories, and since such propositional 

attitudes have no selectional histories, Millikan's only recourse is to try to extend to such 

propositional attitudes the abstract mapping relations that constitute the inentional contents 

of innate propositional attitudes. But we saw that such mapping relations would greatly 

underdetermine the contents of acquired propositional attitudes. 
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4 

FODOR'S THEORY OF CONTENT 

4.0 INTRoDUCTION 

Near the end of chapter 4 of Fodor (1990), one finds the following pronouncement. 

[W]hat we have is an explication ofa semantical relation (viz., the semantical relation 
between a syntactically primitive predicate and the property it expresses) couched in a 
vocabulary that involves only naturalistic (specifically causal) expressions and 
expressions that denote intensional with-an-s objects. (specifically expressions that 
denote laws and properties) 1 

What follows is a critical assessment of that claim. I begin by outlining the three clauses 

which form the core of Fodor's account of content, and I attempt to sketch the motivations 

underlying each of these clauses. In sections 2 and 3 I raise two objections for Fodor's 

account. The first points to a problem in the formulation of the asymmetric-dependence 

clause. (clause 2) As I hope to show, this is not a mere quibble about syntax, but rather 

points to a serious lacuna in his account. The second objection is more sweeping, since it 

challenges the tenability of the atomism which, along with physicalism, constitute the 

ideological underpinnings of Fodor's theory of content. 

4.1 FODOR'S THEORY OF CONTENT 

Fodor (1990) claims that the following three clauses jointly constitute a sufficient condition 

for a representation "X" having the property of being an x as its content: 

11. Fodor(1990), p. 127. 
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1. The property of being an x is nomically connected with the property of being a 

cause of "X"s. 

2. For all properties y, y :f:x, if the property of being a y is nomically connected with 
the property of being a cause of "X"s, then that nomic connection is asymmetrically 
dependent on the nomic connection between the property of being an x and the property 
of being a cause of "X"s. 

3. Some tokenings of "X" are actually caused by Xs. 

The notion of asymmetric dependence gets spelled out as follows: 

[I]fthe nomic relation between PI and P2 is asymmetrically dependent on the nomic 
relation between P3 and P4, then, ceteris paribus, breaking the relation between P3 and 
P4 would break the relation between PI and P2 [but not vice versa].2 

Before turning to criticisms of Fodor's account, I want to look at the principal intuitions 

which underlie it. At the heart of Fodor's account is the idea that meaning or content is a 

species ofinformation: A symbol gets its meaning from its role as a reliable indicator of the 

instantiations of some distal property. This intuition is encapsulated in the first clause of 

the definition. A second guiding intuition is the idea that a theory of content must allow for 

the possibility of robustness. A symbol is robust just in case its tokens can be caused by 

instantiations of properties that are not in its extension. The most obvious cases where this 

occurs are cases of perceptual misidentification. When you misperceive something in this 

way you mistake one thing for another. To borrow an example of Fodor's, seeing a cow 

2J. A. Fodor, 1990, p. 95. 



on a dark night might cause you to token "HORSE" because you mistake the cow for a 

horse. 
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Perceptual misidentification--which involves error--is not the only route to robustness, 

however. As Fodor himself points out, inference is a process whereby the tokening of a 

symbol is typically caused by the tokening of another symbol. For example, sometimes 

thinking about cowboys leads me to token "HORSE," i.e., sometimes tokening 

"COWBOY" causes a tokening of "HORSE." (even when there are no horses around) And 

there is yet a third source of robustness. Perceiving (public) representations can sometimes 

cause tokenings of a symbol. For example, seeing a picture of a horse or reading the word 

"horse" can cause me to think about horses, and thus to token "HORSE." 

Now, there is a prima facie tension between Fodor's claim that meaning is information 

and his assertion that being meaningful is compatible with being robust. For a symbol 

carries information about its causes, and a symbol is robust if its tokens are sometimes 

caused by instantiations of properties that it does not express. Thus on Fodor's account a 

symbol can carry information about properties that it does not express. And this result 

seems to fly in the face of Fodor's claim that his is an infonnation -based semantic theory. 

The notion of asymmetric dependence is supposed to show how robustness is possible in 

the face of the claim that representational content arises from nomic relations. The upshot 

of the asymmetric dependence condition is that representational content is a species of the 

genus informational content. The representational content of a symbol is constituted only 

by those symbol-world nomic relations that are not asymmetrically dependent on any other 

symbol-world nomic relations. (Actually, not all such symbol-world nomic relations are 

held to be constitutive of content; see my discussion of clause 3 below.) 

An important consequence of asymmetric dependence is that false tokens ofa symbol, as 

well as all other 'nonlabeling' uses, are, in Fodor's words, "metaphysically dependent on 
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true ones." To put it intuitively, the role of a symbol as a reliable indicator of some distal 

property grounds all of its other cognitive roles in the following sense: But for the fact that 

a symbol reliably indicates some distal property, it would not have the cognitive profile it 

actually has, ceteris paribus. 

Clause 3 of Fodor's definition is meant to give voice to the intuition that the content ofa 

representation has something to do with the actual causes of its tokenings. This clause 

represents yet a further qualification of Fodor's assertion that his is an information-based 

theory of content. The asymmetric dependence condition precludes certain information

laden nomic connections from contributing to the content of a symbol. Clause 3 puts a 

further restriction on the content-determining nomic connections. Of the symbol-world 

nomic connections that are not asymmetrically dependent on any other symbol-world nomic 

connections, only those which underwrite actual causal sequences are relevant to 

determining the content of a symbol. 

Fodor adds this c1ause to his definition in order to handle 'Twin-Earth' cases. In a 

typical 'Twin-Earth' scenario, we imagine some undiscovered planet, Twin Earth, on 

which there exists a type of thing which is qualitatively indistinguishable from a natural 

kind on Earth, say water or tigers. Though qualitatively indistinguishable, the things on 

Twin Earth are held to differ in some crucial respects from their counterparts on Earth, thus 

disqualifying them from membership in the same natural kind as their Earth counterparts. 

For example, twin-water is not H20 but some other chemical compound. Since, ex 

hypothesi, a Twin-Earth natural kind and its qualitatively indistinguishable counterpart on 

Earth are distinct natural kinds, Fodor argues that the former would not fall within the 

extension of our symbol for the latter, even if we lacked any empirical means of 

distinguishing between the two. Of course, if we did lack any empirical means of 

distinguishing between, say, twin-water and water, then our dispositions to token 
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"WATER" in the presence of water would be identical to our dispositions to token 

"WATER" in the presence of twin-water. Thus if twin-water does not fall within the 

extension of 'WATER" it is not because the nomic connection between samples of twin-

water and tokenings of "WATER" is asymmetrically dependent on the nomic connection 

between samples of water and tokenings of "WATER." What does distinguish water and 

twin-water vis-a-vis the symbol "WATER" is that only water samples have figured in the 

actual causal history oftokenings of "WATER." Fodor exploits this fact to prevent twin-

natural kinds from falling within the extension of the natural kind symbols of earthlings. 

So much then for the intuitions which shape Fodor's account of content. I am now going 

to raise two objections to his account. The first centers on a problem concerning the status 

of the "ceteris paribus" clause in the definition of asymmetric dependence. The second 

attempts to show that Fodor's account has trouble accomodating the social character of 

meaning. 

4.2 THE CASH VALUE OF "CETERIS PARIBUS" CLAUSES 

Fodor entertains several objections to his account. One such objection, attributed to Ned 

Block, raises a difficulty for the asymmetric dependence condition outlined in clause 2. 

Asymmetric dependence, to repeat, is glossed by Fodor as follows: 

[I]fthe nomic relation between PI and P2 is asymmetrically dependent on the nomic 
relation between P3 and P4, then, ceteris paribus, breaking the relation between P3 and 
P4 would break the relation between PI and P2. [and not vice versa]3 

3Ibid., p. 95. 
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For a symbol "X" to express the property x, clause 2 of Fodor's definition requires the 

nomological impossibility of instantiations of a property y causing tokenings of "X" in the 

absence ofa nomological relation between instantiations of the property x and tokenings of 

"X", ceteris paribus.. Block argues that this condition is never going to met. Ifhe's right, 

then, at best, Fodor would have scored a Pyrrhic victory, for his sufficient condition for 

content would never be satisfied in the actual world. 

Assume that the mental symbol "COW" expresses the property of being a cow. Block's 

idea is that it is nomologically possible for "COW" to be tokened by noncows even in the 

absence of a nomological relation between instantiations of the property of being a cow and 

tokenings of "COW". To deny this would be to hold that "COW' necessarily has the 

nomological profile it has in the actual world, and that is a bullet that Fodor himself is 

unwilling to bite. (cf.: ''There is no orthographic/phonetic sequence 'X' which mightn't 

mean tree in some nomologically possible world or other, whatever "X" happens to mean 

here."4) 

Here is Fodor's response to Block's objection: "[T]he asymmetric dependence proposal 

is that, aJJ else being equal, breaking cow --> "cow" breaks X --> "cow" for all X.,,5 

Fodor goes on to argue that all else is not equal in the sort of situation that Block imagines. 

Making the requisite changes in the nomological relations, he claims, would involve a 

violation of the "ceteris paribus" clause. Now, Fodor never manages to unpack the content 

of the all important "ceteris paribus" clause; he never states what the conditions are and 

what it is for them to be equal. Consequently, Fodor's bald assertion that the "ceteris 

4Ibid., p. 112; emphasis the author's. 

5Ibid., p. 112.; emphasis the author's. 
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paribus" clause would be violated in Block's counter-example appears obscurantist and ad 

hoc. Fodor appears to be avoiding the objection rather than answering it. 

Fodor anticipates this response and counters by saying that for a "ceteris paribus" clause 

to be in good repute it is not necessary that it be possible to give a detailed specification of 

its contents. We can have good reasons, he claims, for thinking that a "ceteris paribus" 

generalization is true without knowing " ... the counterfactuals which would be true if the 

idealized conditions were to obtain.,,6 Which reasons are these? They are whatever 

reasons we might have for believing in the truth of some explanatory theory. Fodor's idea 

is that a "ceteris paribus" generalization could be a component ofa broader theory for 

which we might have independent evidence. The "ceteris paribus" generalization, by virtue 

of being a component of that theory, would then pick up whatever evidence accrued to the 

theory as a whole. Fodor cites with approval Georges Rey's assertion that a "ceteris 

paribus" generalization is " ... a check written on the banks ofindependent theories, which 

is only as good as those theories and their independent evidence can make it.,,7 In short, it 

is held not to be obscurantist to lean on an unspecified "ceteris paribus" clause in dealing 

with Block-type objections provided that such a clause is underwritten by a well-confirmed 

theory. 

There is something terribly fishy about Fodor's response to the charge of obscurantism. 

Ifhis suggestion is going to work, then there ought to be some well-confirmed theory 

which underwrites his account of content. But what theory is that? It surely can't be folk 

psychology, or some scientific refinement of it. For Fodor's theory of content is not a 

component of folk psychology in the way that the ideal-gas laws are a component of the 

6Ibid., p. 94. 

7Ibid., p. 132. 
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molecular theory of gases. The ideal-gas laws are an integral part of the molecular theory 

of gases, and that is why it is plausible to portray such laws as being underwritten by, and 

hence as receiving confirmation from, the molecular theory of gases. The ideal-gas laws 

figure in the explanations that flow from the molecular theory of gases. Fodor's theory of 

content plays no role in the explanations delivered by folk psychology. Fodor's theory of 

content represents an attempt to give a naturalistic explication of a notion whose 

explanatory role in folk psychology is entirely independent of his account. I take it that this 

is why Fodor professes to be offering only a sufficient condition for representational 

content, rather than a necessary and sufficient condition. 

The upshot then is this. Fodor qualifies the asymmetric dependence condition with a 

"ceteris paribus" clause. This allows him to claim that Block-type situations involve a 

violation of the "ceteris paribus" clause, and hence cannot be used to show that the 

conditions for asymmetric dependence are never satisfied in the actual world. Fodor then 

points out that a "ceteris paribus" generalization can be a component of a broader 

explanatory theory, and can thus receive confirmation from the theory itself; more 

specifically, such a "ceteris paribus" generalization can pick up whatever evidence accrues 

to the theory as a whole. This means that it can sometimes be reasonable to believe that a 

"ceteris paribus" generalization is true even in the absence ofa complete specification of 

what the 'other things' are, what it is for them to be 'equal', and what counterfactuals 

would be true when the other things are equal. This is supposed to absolve Fodor of the 

task of having to specify the precise contents of the "ceteris paribus" clause so that that his 

claims about Block-type situations fall out as a natural consequence. That is to say, this 

allows Fodor simply to stipulate that Block-type situations would involve a violation of the 

"ceteris paribus" clause. 
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The problem with all of this is that there is no well-confirmed explanatory theory in 

which the asymmetric-dependence clause figures as an integral component. Fodor's 

response to Block requires that there be such a theory. For without it, Fodor is forced to 

concede that we lack any reason to think that clause 2 of his definition rules out Block-type 

counter-examples, and hence that we lack any reason to think that his sufficient condition 

for content is ever realized in the actual world.8 

8In his actual discussion of Block's objection in the text, Fodor puts the issue in terms of possible worlds. 
Fodor characterizes Block as claiming that for any symbol S which expresses the property P, there is a 
physically possible world in which instantiations of some other property P* cause tokenings of S whereas 
instantiations of P do not. But this would mean that the nomic relation between instantiations of p* and 
tokenings of S was not asymmetrically dependent on the nomic relation between instantiations of P and 
tokenings of S. Hence, on Fodor's theory S cannot express the property P, contradicting our initial 
assumption. 

At first glance, it appears that the only response open to Fodor is to deny the physical possibility of 
worlds in which instantiations of p* cause tokenings of S and instantiations of P do not. But that would 
be tantamount to claiming that symbols necessarily express their contents. (since the content-making 
nomological relations would be physically necessary) And that is a bullet that Fodor himself is not willing 
to bite. Fodor escapes this dilemma by restricting his claim about asymmetric dependence to possible 
worlds that are 'nearby' to the actual world. His idea is that S expresses the property P, and not P*, only if 
there is no nearby possible world in which instantiations of p* cause tokenings of S but instantiations of 
P don't. Nearby possible worlds constitute a proper subset of the set of physically possible worlds. Thus 
Fodor's strategy is to claim that the possible worlds that Block imagines, though physically possible, are 
not members of the set of nearby possible worlds, and hence that they do not constitute a counter example 
to his definition of asymmetric dependence. 

Before setting out my reply to this version of Fodor's response to Block's objection, I want to say 
something about why I do not stick to this version in the text. Fodor's offical version of asymmetric 
dependence is couched in terms of a "ceteris paribus" clause; to wit, if the nomic connection between PI and 
P2 is asymmetrically dependent on the nomic connection between P3 and P4, then, ceteris paribus, 
breaking the connection between P3 and P4 would break the connection between PI and P2. (but not vice 
versa) This definition can be glossed in terms of possible worlds by taking talk about nomological 
connections to be tantamount to talk about counterfactuals and possible worlds. But this move is one 
which Fodor himself disavows. He says that there is " ... everything wrong with the assumption that claims 
about nomological relations need counterfnctuaVpossible world translations." (p. 95) 

Given this disclaimer, it is more than a little ironic that Fodor goes on to frame both Block's objection 
and his response to it in terms of possible worlds. Unlike Fodor, I took his warning to heart in the text. 
The problem that I raise in the text is ultimately independent of the controversy about possible-world 
interpretations of statemtents about laws, so to avoid any risk of conflating the two controversies I chose 
not to frame Block's objection in terms of possible worlds. However, since Fodor frames Block's 
objection in this way, I feel constrained to offer a version of my story in terms of possible worlds. 

As I portrayed him in the text, Fooor avoids Block's objection by leaning heavily on the "ceteris paribus" 
clause in the definition of asymmetric dependence: The possibilities that Block describes can obtain only 
when the other things are not equal. In the possible-world version of the definition of asymmetric 
dependence, what does the work of the "ceteris paribus" clause is the notion of a nearby possible world. 
Thus Fodor avoids Block's objection by claiming that the possible worlds Block describes are not members 
of the set of nearby possible worlds. Now, I criticized Fodor in the text for making what amounted to ad 
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4.3 THE SOCIAL CHARACTER OF MEANING 

Tyler Burge and Hilary Putnam argue that content ascriptions in folk psychology and folk 

semantics are sensitive to social facts.9 They argue that features of linguistic communities 

are reflected in the contents of the thoughts and utterances of individual members of those 

communities. Burge (1979) considers the example of someone who calls a painful 

condition of his thigh "arthritis." In Burge's example this individual correctly identifies 

genuine cases of arthritis, his problem being that he overgeneralizes from these correct 

ascriptions to any condition of the limbs which qualitatively resembles arthritis pain and 

stiffness. Since arthritis is an affliction of the joints, the condition in the individual's thigh 

that causes arthritis-like pain and stiffness and which he calls "arthritis" is not arthritis. 

Putnam (1975) confesses to an inability to distinguish elm trees from beech trees. 

The crucial point about these cases is that, such mistakes notwithstanding, it is still 

possible for the individual of Burge's thought experiment and for Putnam to have the 

concepts of arthritis and elm tree, respectively. (In fact, this possibility is entailed by 

Putnam's ability to describe his conceptual shortcomings!) Both individuals are members 

hoc rulings about when the "ceteris paribus" clause was violated. The spirit of this criticism carries over 
to the possible-world version of his proposal. For what Fodor lacks is a principled account of nearness. He 
fails to provide any reason for thinking that Block's possible worlds are not near enough to the actual 
world. 

Let's go back to the example that Fodor uses in his article. By hypothesis, both cows and trees cause 
tokenings of "COW" in some hypothetical subject. On Fodor's account, if "COW" is to express the 
property of being a cow, then there can be no nearby possible world in which trees but not cows cause 
tokenings of "COW." But there is a further point to notice. If "COW" is to express the property of being 
a cow and not the conjunctive property of being both-a-cow-and-a-tree, then Fodor is committed to the 
further claim that in some nearby possible world cows but not trees cause tokenings of "COW." Putting 
all of this together, Fodor's position amounts to this: Possible worlds in which cows but not trees cause 
tokenings of "COW" are members of the set of nearby possible worlds, whereas possible worlds in which 
trees but not cows cause tokenings of "COW" are not. My complaint is that Fodor gives us no reason for 
believing him. Remember: both cows and trees cause tokenings of "COW" in the actual world. 

9Cf. Putnam 1975; Burge 1979. 
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in good standing of a linguistic community in which "arthritis" and "elm tree" refer to 

arthritis and elm trees, respectively. And it is this social fact, and not their cognitive 

idiosyncracies, which determines the contents of the words "arthritis" and "elm tree" in 

their respective idiolects, and hence which determines the contents of the thoughts which 

they would correctly describe using those words. 

So from the point of view of folk psychology and folk semantics membership in a 

linguistic community bestows upon an individual conceptual and linguistic abilities that his 

actual performance belies. 1 0 We can call this the social character of meaning. I will argue 

below that the social character of meaning provides a prima Jacie problem for Fodor's 

theory of content. The theory appears unable to accomodate the social character of 

meaning. If that's right, then Fodor has failed in his attempt to state a (naturalistic) 

sufficient condition for intentional content. 

Consider the following case. Joanne is a normal speaker of English whose concept ofa 

nut more or less matches that of typical lay members of her linguistic community. Thus 

Joanne believes that almonds and cashews are nuts, and she refers to almonds and cashews 

as "nuts." She can visually distinguish between almonds and raisins. She believes that 

nuts are not made by Chevrolet; that nuts come from plants and that they contain oils. She 

has even studied some botany and knows that the edible part of the nut is the endosperm. I 

submit that with such a cognitive and linguistic profile Joanne's concept of a nut would 

pass muster. That is, from the point of view of folk psychology Joanne has a nut-concept 

10Jbis is not to say that folk psychology and folk semantics turn a blind eye towards all manner of error. 
An individual must display some minimal competencies if his words and concepts arc to imbibe the 
community-wide contents. E.g., it is reasonable to suppose that for someone to possess the concept of 
arthritis she would at least have to know that arthritis is not the president of the United States, and is not a 
kind of chair; perhaps she would even have to lmow that arthritis is a disease. Whether these arc plausible 
suggestions, and if so, how they might be expanded into a complete list is irrelevant to the purposes at 
hand. What I wanted to bring out here was the fact that content, as it figures in folk psychology and folk 
semantics, is a hybrid notion which reflects both individualistic and social facts. My particular concern in 
the text is with the social character of content. 
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and from the point of view of folk semantics the word "nut" in Joanne's mouth refers to 

nuts. I further submit that none of this would change upon the further revelation that 

Joanne, like many people, falsely believes that peanuts are members of the nut family. 

{Peanuts are a legume.} Let's now put all of this in terms of Fodor's notion of asymmetric 

dependence. 

We can assume that almonds and cashews qua nuts cause tokenings of"NUT" in 

Joanne; that is to say, there is a nomic connection between tokenings of"NUT" in Joanne 

and instantiations of the property of being a nut. Ex hypothesi, peanuts cause tokenings of 

"NUT" in Joanne, and, since peanuts are not nuts, this nomic connection is distinct from 

the aforementioned nomic connection. Now according to Fodor, "NUT" expresses the 

property of being a nut only if peanut-caused "NUT" tokenings are asymmetrically 

dependent on nut-caused "NUT" tokenings. But this is not so in Joanne's case: Peanut

caused "NUT" tokenings in Joanne are not asymmetrically dependent on nut-caused 

"NUT" tokenings. And yet folk psychology credits her with the concept of a nut despite 

her mistake. 

How can we be so sure that the relevant asymmetric-dependence relation does not obtain 

in Joanne's case? Recall my initial discussion of the notion of asymmetric dependence. I 

claimed that the notion of asymmetric dependence is intended to account for robustness. A 

symbol is robust just in case its tokens can be caused by instantiations of properties that are 

not in its extension. I mentioned the three sources of robustness discussed by Fodor: 

cases ofmisperception, inference, and indirect reference. Obviously, peanut-caused 

tokenings of"NUT" in Joanne are neither cases of inference nor indirect reference. Nor 

are they cases of misperception. It is not as if she is mistaking peanuts for almonds or 

cashews. Joanne's misapplication of"NUT" to peanuts stems from the mistaken belief that 

peanuts belong in a botanical category that includes almonds, cashews, walnuts, and all the 
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other nuts. Because that is the nature of her mistake, it is simply not true that the relevant 

asymmetric dependencies hold. I see no reason to deny in Joanne's case that, ceteris 

paribus, breaking the nomic connection between instantiations of peanuthood and 

tokenings of "NUT" would break the nomic connection between instantiations of nut hood 

and tokenings of "NUT." 

Given the nature ofJoanne's mistake, Fodor's account of asymmetric dependence has it 

that Joanne's "NUT" representation does not express the property of being a nut. It 

expresses a property whose extension includes both nuts and peanuts, i.e., it expresses a 

property which can be described via the conjunction "nut-and-peanut." Since folk 

psychology sees Joanne's "NUT" representation as expressing the property of being a nut, 

Fodor's theory fails to capture an aspect of folk psychological content. 

There are two strategies open to Fodor in responding to this objection. He can either 

attempt to adjust his theory to accomodate the social character of meaning, or he can simply 

deny, appearances to the contrary notwithstanding, that the folk psychological notion of 

content does exemplify the social character of meaning. I shall evaluate each of these 

strategies in tum. 

4.3.1 MEANING ATOMISM VS. MEANING HOLISM 

If the content of Joanne's "NUT" concept is not entirely a function of its nomic relations to 

instantiations of distal properties, what then is the mechanism by which its content is 

determined? Putnam (1975) suggests that natural language displays something he calls 'the 

linguistic division ofIabor.' The phrase 'division of labor' evokes the image ofa society 

whose various tasks are parceled off to different specialists or experts. There is a division 

ofIabor in a society when individuals typically perform one task, or a highly circumscribed 



94 

set of related tasks, rather than a wide range of disparate tasks. Provided there is a 

felicitous matching of tasks and skills, everyone is supposed to benefit from a division of 

labor, since this condition tends to make a society more efficient than it otherwise would 

be. 

If there is a linguistic division of labor, then various 'linguistic tasks' are parceled off to 

experts within the linguistic community. Putnam is especially interested in the task of 

'reference fixing,' particularly as it pertains to natural-kind terms. His idea is that for many 

natural kinds, there exist experts who know of definitive criteria for membership in that 

kind. The linguistic community as a whole then relies on these criteria, if only implicitly, 

in fixing the extensions of natural-kind terms. This mechanism diminishes the role played 

by a speaker's cognitive and discriminative idiosyncracies in determining the extensions of 

her natural-kind terms. (mutatis mutandis for the concepts expressed by such terms) 

An obvious benefit of this socially-determined uniformity of meaning is the manner in 

which it enhances the capacity of a language to selVe as a vehicle of communication. The 

benefits accrue to both speakers and hearers. Speakers gain an ability to refer to natural 

kinds without having to possess an ability to precisely delineate those kinds. For example, 

although Putnam cannot distinguish elms from beeches he can still talk (and think) about 

elms. And hearers benefit because it becomes possible to understand what a speaker means 

without having to know much about the speaker's cognitive and discriminative capacities. 

For example, we could understand Putnam's utterances involving "elm" even if we were 

unaware of his inability to distinguish elms from beeches. 

So a crucial feature of the social character of meaning is the reliance of ordinary speakers 

on the discriminative capacities of experts. Consequently, a key to understanding the social 

character of meaning lies in understanding the precise mechanism by which this reliance is 

effected. 
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Fodor touts his theory as an atomistic theory of content. A theory of content is atomistic 

when it holds that " ... all that matters for meaning is "functional" relations (relations of 

nomic covariance) between symbols an~ their denotations." 11 Atomistic theories of 

content are to be contmsted with holistic theories of content. Theories of the latter type 

hold that "[n]othing can exhibit any intentional property unless it exhibits many intentional 

properties; the metaphysically necessary conditions for a thing's being in any intentional 

state include its being in many other intentional states." 12 At the heart of holism is the 

claim that the identity conditions for any given intentional state make ineliminable reference 

to various other intentional states. 

Since the social chamcter of meaning is a direct result of the division of linguistic labor, it 

ought not to be surprising that it poses a prima facie problem for an atomistic theory of 

content like Fodor's. Aftemll, the socially-determined contents of nonexperts' thoughts are 

determined by the contents of experts' thoughts, and this appears to follow the spirit if not 

the letter of the holistic idea that the content of a thought depends upon its relations to other 

thoughts. Fodor (1990) anticipates this problem and tries to head it ofT at the pass. He 

claims that it does not matter how the content-determining relations of nomic dependence 

are sustained, whether by relaince on experts or by theory-laden inferences; all that matters 

for determining the content of a symbol is its nomic relations to distal properties. As Fodor 

puts it, "[t]he conditions for meaning constmin the functional relation between a symbol 

and its referent, but they quantify over the mechanisms (theoretical commitments, as it 

might be) that sustain these functional relations." 13 

IlFodor, op. cit., p. 56; emphasis the author's. 

12Ibid., p. 51. 

13Ibid., p. 56; emphasis the author's. 
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Fodor's strategy for handling the social character of meaning won't work. The problem 

is that he sees the role of experts as that of helping to sustain the right nomic relations 

between representations in the heads of nonexperts and distal properties. But that is not 

what is going on in the case of Joanne. Her "NUT" representation does not stand in the 

nomic relation to nuthood that Fodor claims is constitutive of content; more specifically, 

peanut-caused tokenings of "NUT" are not asymmetrically dependent on nut-caused 

"NUT" tokenings. The content ofJoanne's "NUT" representation is determined by experts 

despite her cognitive shortcomings. (mutatis mutandis for Putnam and his "ELM" 

representation) The upshot is that Fodor misdescribes the mechanism by which content is 

socially determined in folk psychology and folk semantics. In order that the contents of a 

nonexpert's representations be socially determined by experts, it is clearly not necessary 

that those representations stand in the right sorts of nomic relations to the properties they 

express. As I claimed a few paragraphs back, the whole utility of socially-determined 

content lies in precisely this feature. It is what makes it possible for the referential 

capacities of nonexperts to extend far beyond what their discriminative capacities would 

otherwise allow, and it facilitates communication by freeing hearers from having to possess 

detailed knowledge of the discriminative capacities of speakers. 

It might be felt that Fodor can acknowledge my claim about the social character of 

meaning without relinquishing his atomistic theory of content. 14 For although someone 

like Joanne can have the concept of a nut even while believing falsely that peanuts are nuts, 

she nevertherless must be disposed to cease thinking of peanuts as nuts should she be 

informed by (what she takes to be) a reliable source that peanuts are not nuts.I 5 Put in 

14ntis was suggested to me by Rob Cummins in conversation. 
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Fodorian terms, the point is that were Joanne to be apprised of her mistake, peanut-caused 

tokenings ofJoanne's "NUT" representation would become asymmetrically dependent on 

nut-caused tokenings. In short, Fodor can attempt to save his atomistic theory of content in 

the light of the social character of meaning by claiming that his three conditions for content 

apply to the counterfactua/ nomic relations of representations and not to their actual nomic 

relations. (at least for nonexperts) 

Such a move would not be ad hoc, appearances to the contrary notwithstanding. For, as 

I stressed earlier, one must be a member in good standing of a linguistic community in 

order to reap the benefits of the social character of meaning. And I think that a necessary 

condition of full-fledged membership in a linguistic community is that one be prepared to 

adjust one's cognitive and linguistic applications in light of 'expert testimony.' Having 

said that, however, I think the move can be of no help to Fodor. The problem concerns the 

manner in which the relevant dispositions are to be characterized. Consider Joanne again. 

Under what circumstances do we expect Joanne's peanut-caused "NUT" tokenings to 

become asymmetrically dependent on nut-caused tokenings; that is, under what 

circumstances do we expect Joanne to cease thinking of peanuts as nuts? When she reads 

certain words in a botany textbook, or on a peanut butter jar? Though these represent 

plausible scenarios, they must be hedged. Clearly, we demand of Joanne that she cease 

thinking of peanuts as nuts only if she beJieves that what she is reading is not a hoax, and 

is not a misprint. She must also beJieve the source to be reliable, and of course she must 

be able to understand the words she is reading. 

The upshot is that the 'expert-directed' dispositions that are a necessary condition of 

membership in a linguistic community cannot be specified without making reference to a 

15This is precisely what happened to me. I was like most people in thinking that peanuts were nuts until I 
read in what I took to be a reliable source that I was mistaken. Henceforth I ceased thinking of peanuts as 
nuts. 
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speaker's propositional attitudes. But this admission is anathema to Fodor, for he cannot 

gloss these dispositions intentionally without compromising the atomistic nature of his 

theory of content. {cf. ''The basic idea of [atomistic] semantics is that all that matters for 

meaning is "functional" relations {relations of nomic covaraince} between symbols and their 

denotations." 16} In other words, conceding the point about the intentional element in 

'expert-directed' dispositions seems tantamount to conceding--at least for intentional states 

involving natural-kind concepts--that " ... the metaphysically necessary conditions for a 

thing's being in any intentional state include its being in many other intentional states." 17 

And that would be tantamount to conceding that atomism in the theory of content is false. 18 

I conclude that Fodor cannot recognize the social character of meaning without 

relinquishing his atomistic theory of content. Hence his only option is to argue that folk-

psychological content is not socially determined, appearances to the contrary 

notwithstanding. This view is untenable as I shall argue below. If! am right, then it 

appears that Fodor's theory of content is a failure. 

16Ibid., p.56 

17Ibid., p. 51. 

18As we saw earlier, Fodor's (I990) response to the social character of meaning is to claim that such 
reliance on experts is irrelevant to the semantics of natural-kind concepts. As he puts it, " ... conditions for 
meaning are purely functional and ... they quantify over the mechanisms that sustain the semantically 
significant functional relations." (p.83) Why couldn't he respond in a similar spirit to my objection about 
the 'intentional element' in expert-directed dispostions? That is, why couldn't he claim that it is irrelevant 
to the semantics of natural-kind concepts that the content-determining dispositions are sustained by certain 
propositional attitudes? 

The reason why such a response will not work is this. One cannot claim that the functional conditions 
for meaning "quantify over the mechanisms that sustain the semantically significant functional relations" 
without presupposing that such functional relations can be distinguished from the mechanisms by which 
they are sustained. In other words, Fodor's position is coherent only if it is possible in principle to specify 
the relevant functional relations without making reference to the mechanisms by which they are sustained. 
But when one turns to the expert-directed dispositions now under consideration, one finds that they cannot 
be separated in this way from the propositional attitudes which sustain them. For such propositional 
attitudes are constitutive of the very dispositions themselves. That is, an 'expert-directed' disposition just 
is the disposition to acquiesce to the experts given that one has such and such propositional attitudes. Thus 
Joanne is disposed to cease thinking of peanuts as nuts given a belief that she has good evidence that 
peanuts are not nuts. 
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4.3.2 FOLK PSYCHOLOGICAL EXPLANATIONS 

It has been assumed throughout this discussion that the notion of content employed in folk

psychological explanations manifests the social character of meaning. This assumption 

would seem to be unassailable. Afterall, the social character of meaning is reflected in our 

propositional-attitude ascriptions: We credit Joanne, e.g., with beliefs about nuts 

notwithstanding her mistakes involving peanuts. Since propositional attitudes carry the 

principal explanatory burden in folk-psychological explanations, it is only natural to 

assume that the notion of content which figures in folk-psychological explanations is the 

same as that employed in propositional-attitude ascriptions. Brian Loar (1985) argues that 

such a coincidence of individuation conditions for content does not generally obtain. There 

are two ways in which this can supposedly occur. Sometimes folk psychology may 

recognize propositional attitudes with distinct contents when ordinary language recognizes 

only a single content. Conversely, ordinary language may sanction ascriptions of 

propositional attitudes with distinct contents when folk psychology only recognizes a single 

content. When Loar talks about folk psychology's individuating contents in such and such 

a manner, it is always with an eye towards folk-psychological explanations of action. The 

question is how folk psychology individuates intentional content in explaining actions. 

Of the aforementioned two ways in which the individuation conditions of folk 

psychology can cross-cut those of ordinary language, it is the latter which is relevant to the 

issue about the social character of meaning. Loar cites an example from Burge (1979) to 

illustrate the point. Burge describes two situations. In the first situation, Bert is a 

competent speaker of English who suffers from arthritis. Bert also suffers from an ailment 

of his thigh which causes him pain that qualitatively resembles arthritis pain and stiffness. 

Bert believes that any ailment of the limbs which feels like that is arthritis. However, the 
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disease which is called "arthritis" in English is a disease of the joints only, hence Bert is 

mistaken in thinking that the arthritis-like pain in his thigh is caused by arthritis. Now, the 

point that Burge stresses is the fact that Bert is credited with a (false) belief that he has 

arthritis in his thigh. And he attributes this to the fact that Bert is a full-fledged member of 

a linguistic community in which the word "arthritis" refers to a disease of the joints. 19 

That this is the correct diagnosis of the situation is apparantly buttressed by a second 

version of the thought experiment. In the second version of Burge's thought experiment, 

Bert is exactly like he was in the first version. The only difference is that now Bert belongs 

to a linguistic community which uses "arthritis" to refer to a disease which includes the 

disease that we refer to as "arthritis" as well as diseases of the limbs which produce 

arthritis-like pain and stiffness. That is, where they only count a single disease, which they 

call "arthritis," we recognize more than one disease, only one of which we refer to as 

"arthritis." Bert still believes that the disease causing the pain in his thigh is the same as the 

disease causing a similar pain in his joints. And he is still prepared, in the second version 

of the thought experiment, to call that disease "arthritis." How are we, as speakers of 

English, to characterize Bert's belief in the second version of the thought experiment? It 

seems inappropriate to characterize him as believing (falsely) that he has arthritis in his 

thigh, for Bert speaks a language which does call the disease of his thigh "arthritis." (as 

well as calling arthritis "arthritis") This means that we have to credit Bert with a true belief. 

Now, there is no term of English which is extensionally equivalent to the term "arthritis" as 

it is used in Bert's linguistic community. So we seem constrained to coin a neologism, 

"harthritis" say, and credit Bert with the (true) belief that he has barthritis in his thigh. 

19This is just the same point that I stressed in my example involving Joanne: We credit her with the 
concept of a nut, notwithstanding her mistaken belief about peanuts. And the justification for so crediting 
her is that she is an otherwise normal member of a linguistic community which recognizes a natural kind 
that includes pistachios, and almonds but excludes peanuts. 
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Here are the crucial points about Burge's thought experiments. Ordinary language credits 

Bert with distinct beliefs in the two versions of the thought experiment, beliefs which differ 

in both content and truth value. Loar acknowledges this fact but goes on to argue that for 

explanatory purposes, folk psychology credits Bert with a single belief in the two versions 

of Burge's thought experiment. In other words, those features of the content of Bert's 

beliefs which tum on social facts about Bert's linguistic community are, for the purposes of 

the explanation of actions, otiose. This is because, Loar claims, Bert's belief that he has 

arthritis in his ankles and his belief that he has barthritis in his ankles " ... have the same 

potential for explanatory interaction with other beliefs.,,20 Loar attempts to illustrate this 

point through the following variation on Burge's original thought experiment. 

Loar asks us to imagine that the two linguistic communities mentioned in Burge's thought 

experiment co-exist within a single world. We know that Bert belongs to one of these 

linguistic communities, though we do not know which one. We are also to suppose that 

we are in possession ofa complete knowledge of Bert's psychological states as these are 

individuated nonsocially; that is, we have complete knowledge of the contents of Bert's 

mind with the exception of those features of content that are determined by social facts.21 

Finally, we are to imagine that we are in possession of Bert's diary, where we find the 

following entry: "1 fear I have arthritis, and so today I have made an appointment with a 

specialist." Here is the crucial passage from Loar which is supposed to show the 

irrelevance of the social character of meaning to folk psychological explanations of action. 

It is difficult to accept that we do not fully understand the psychological explanation 
given here, despite our not being in a position to produce the correct that-clause. We 

20B. Loar, 1985, p. 106. 

210ur inability to give a complete characterization of Bert's psychological profile is explained in part by 
our ignorance of Bert's linguistic affiliations. 



understand the diarist['s] explanations because we know how [he] conceive[s] 
things. 22 

We cannot produce the correct that-clause--that is, we cannot detennine whether Bert 
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fears that he has arthritis or that he has barthritis--because we don't know the identity of 

Bert's linguistic community. However, we know all of the 'individualistic' psychological 

facts about Bert. Thus we know, amongst many other things, that Bert finds the condition 

he calls "arthritis" painful, and that he doesn't like pain. We also know that Bert considers 

the people he calls "specialists" to be persons who might help to relieve his pain, and we 

know how his propositional attitudes causally interact with one another. Given all of this 

psychological infonnation, Loar thinks it obvious that we could understand the 

psychological explanation contained in Bert's diary. 

Loar's point is that the social character of meaning is of no explanatory value because 

folk psychological explanations lose nothing by excluding such infonnation. Intentional 

behavior is explained by those aspects of an agent's psychological states which do not 

hinge on facts about the linguistic community to which the agent belongs. How could it be 

otherwise? How could facts about community-wide standards of meaning have any 

relevance to the immediate causes of behavior? Though Loar's point has much intuitive 

appeal, I think it paints an innacurate picture of the role of content in folk psychological 

explanations. 

Loar's claim that we can understand Bert's explanation of his behavior hinges on a 

critical, and ultimately unrealistic, assumption, viz., that we know all of the relevant 

psychological facts about Bert excluding those which pertain to the social character of 

meaning. The fact of the matter is that folk psychological explanations are never given 

22B. Loar, op. cit., p. 107. 
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under such commodious epistemic conditions. If one wishes to understand the role content 

ascriptions play in folk-psychological explanations of behavior, then the appropriate place 

to start is with explanations that proceed under conditions ofless than complete knowledge 

of an agent's psychological profile. To understand how folk psychological explanations 

explain, the crucial question is how we manage to understand such explanations under 

conditions of (partial) ignorance, and not omniscience, about an agent's psychological 

profile. Once we frome the problem in these terms, the importance of socially determined 

content for folk psychology becomes apparent. Ironically, one finds in LoM's earlier 

work a defense of the importance of socially determined content to folk-psychological 

explanation under conditions of ignorance. (cf. Loar, 1981) 

To set the stage here, let's return to the explanation appearing in Bert's diary. Loar 

claims that we understand Bert's explanation of why he made an appointment with a 

specialist because we know how Bert 'conceives things.' But how do we approach the 

explanation when we know next to nothing about how Bert 'conceives things'? Surely we 

are not helpless in such situations; we can understand an explanation such as Bert's even 

when we bring little antecedent knowledge of Bert's psychological profile to the 

explanation. This marvelous feat is effected by means of what Loar( 1981) calls "fact-

belief inferences" which are grounded in generolizations of the following form: 

[I]f z is a person of such and such kind and b is a belief of so and so kind and b is 
true, then z has b.23 

Loar mentions meeting a person on an airplane who tells him she studies singing at a 

certain insititute. On the basis of that information alone, Loar is able confidently to attribute 

23n. Loar, 1981, p. 195; emphasis the author's. 
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to her various (true) beliefs about opera, such as that Beethoven's only opera is Fidelio, or 

that "contralto" names a vocal category for female singers. The basis of these attributions, 

he claims, is an instance of the generalization schema given above: People who study 

opera tend to have a certain breadth of knowledge about their field. 

Returning now to the example involving Bert, I think one could easily understand the 

psychological explanation given in Bert's diary armed only with the assumption that Bert is 

a normal, adult member of a modem, western society. This assumption licenses various 

attributions of true beliefs to Bert, such as that arthritis specialists are specially trained to 

treat persons suffering from arthritis; that doctors typically desire to treat their patients; that 

an appointment is a prearranged meeting; that doctors typically honor their appointments, 

and so on. Once we are able to view Bert as possessing these standard views about 

doctors and appointments, then it becomes possible to understand Bert's explanation of his 

behavior--we can understand why Bert's thinking that he has arthritis would lead him to 

make an appointment with a specialist. Importantly, these attributions are ultimately fact

belief inferences grounded in a generalization of the sort Loar describes: We assume that a 

normal adult living in a modem, westernized culture would know such facts about doctors 

and appointments. 

N ow the important point about this generalization schema, as Loar ( 1981) emphasizes, is 

that the notion of a true belief figures quite centrally in it; in effect, it amounts to a selective 

application of the principle of charity on the basis of an individual's range of interests and 

concerns. But the notion of a true belief brings with it the notion of a beliefs truth 

condition, and truth conditions are ascribed in that-clauses. The contents of that-clauses, 

we know, are infected with the social character of meaning. So the upshot of the 

suggestion in Loar (1981) is two-fold: first, that under conditions of ignorance, our ability 

to understand and produce folk-psychological explanations of behavior depends upon our 
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ability to draw fact-belief inferences of the relevant sort, and second, that such inferences 

make essential use of a notion of content which is infected with the social character of 

meaning. 

This is enough, I believe, to show that folk-psychological explanations cannot dispense 

with socially-determined content ascriptions. Still, it might be protested that this is true 

only when we bring to an explanation less than complete knowledge of an agent's 

psychological profile. Even ifI were to concede this, I would not take that to be a 

vindication of Loar's (1985) position. As I indicated earlier, rare is the occasion when we 

bring to a folk-psychological explanation complete knowledge of an agent's psychological 

profile. But I don't think that the point need be conceded. The sort of 'narrow content' 

envisioned by Loar (1985) could not supplant 'wide content' in every explanatory context, 

even when we allow for complete knowledge of an agent's psychological profile. To see 

this, let's go back to our earlier example involving Joanne. 

We supposed that upon learning that peanuts are not nuts, Joanne ceased to apply the 

word "nut" to peanuts. (mutatis mutandis for Joanne's "NUT" representation) How is this 

change in Joanne's linguistic behavior to be explained? The natural thing to say here is that 

all along Joanne meant nut by "nut," and that she stopped using "nut" to refer to peanuts--at 

least in literal, and direct assertions--because she wished to avoid using the term 

incorrectly. Now, the point I emphasized earlier was that Joanne's meaning nut by "nut" is 

in large part a social fact; that is, it is to be explained primarily in terms of Joanne's 

membership in a linguistic community whose members use "nut" to mean nut. So if my 

proffered explanation of Joanne's behavior is correct, then we have a folk psychological 

explanation of behavior which makes ineliminable use of a socially-determined content 

ascription, viz., Joanne's meaning nut by "nut." 
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4.4 CONCLUSION 

Fodor (1990) proposes a reductive account of intentional content. The task is an important 

one, he feels, because content is held to play an explanatory role in intentional psychology. 

The account is advertised as being both atomistic and naturalistic. My first objection aimed 

at showing that Fodor has enough rope to hang himself on the matter of"ceteris paribus" 

generalizations. By his own account of justification, we have been given no reason to 

think that the conditions of asymmetric dependence are ever satisfied in the actual world. 

My second objection takes aim at Fodor's atomistic conception of content. The objection 

consists of two claims: first, that the social character of meaning is antithetical to atomism, 

and second, that the social character of meaning plays an essential role in folk 

psychological explanations. The importance of this objection extends beyond Fodor's 

theory of asymmetric dependence. If correct, it shows that intentional content is not 

atomistic. 
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5 

THE DEFLATIONARY THEORY OF MEANING 

5.0 INTRODUCTION 

Many materialists who consider themselves to be realists about semantic and intentional 

content feel that their materialism commits them to some sort of reductionist thesis 

concerning intentional and semantic content. Consider, for example, the following remark 

from Fodor 1987. 

It's hard to see ... how one can be a Realist about intentionality 
without also being, to some extent or other, a Reductionist. If the semantic and the 
intentional are real properties of things, it must be in virtue of their identity with (or 
maybe their supervenience on?) properties that are themselves neither intentional nor 
semantic. If aboutness is real, it must really be something else. 1 

This assumption has recently been called into question. Stephen Schiffer and Mark 

Johnston have argued (independently) that such a reducibility requirement is an unnecessary 

burden on materialism.2 According to these philosophers a materialist can consistently 

countenance the reality ofirreducible semantic and intentional properties. The trick lies in a 

proper understanding of what it is for there to be such properties. Schiffer makes a 

distinction between two senses of 'property.' (he makes a similar distinction with the notion 

of a fact) He points out that the notion of a property can be given both a pleonastic and 

nonpleonastic gloss. It is only the latter reading which carries any ontological commitment 

to the existence of genuinely language-independent, objective entities. In its pleonastic use 

1 See also Field 1972; Stalnaker 1984. Stalnaker, e.g., observes that 'humans beings are part of the natural 
order' and then concludes that human" ... mental capacities and dispositions--specifically their representational 
capacities--need to be explained in terms of natural relations between natural objects and systems of natural 
objects." (1984, p.x) 
2See Schiffer 1987, 1990; 10lmston 1988. 
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the construction 'The property of_' does not combine with another tenn to fonn a 

genuinely referential singular tenn. Thus the claim that Kareem has the property of tallness 

is just a stylistic variant of the claim that Kareem is tall, when 'property' is glossed 

pleonastically. The mistake made by reductionists like Fodor, Schiffer and Johnston claim, 

is their assumption that there can be intentional and semantic properties--and hence 

intentional and semantic facts--only if there are such properties in a nonpleonastic sense of 

'property.' 

The urge to view semantic and intentional properties as reducible, nonpleonastic properties 

is a symptom of a certain approach to the theories of meaning and intentionality, one which 

both Schiffer and Johnston take great pains to disabuse us of. What they are anxious to 

deny is the notion that a correct theory of meaning will be a source of philosophically and/or 

scientifically interesting observations about the nature of meaning. ''The correct theory of 

meaning," Johnston avers, "would be in a certain sense no theory but a statement of the 

obvious coupled with the resistance to the urge to find a hidden and substantial nature for 

meaning to have.,,3 Schiffer pointedly refers to his own account of meaning as the no

theory theory of meaning. The essential features of Schiffer's and Johnston's approach to 

meaning, which I shall call the deflationary theory of meaning, are these: 

First, the deflationary theorist holds that semantic and intentional notions will prove 
to be irreducible, but that such irreducibility is itself compatible with the thesis that 
Schiffer calls Ontological Physicalism: the thesis that nothing extralinguistic is 
irreducibly semantic or intentional.4 

Second, the deflationary theorist holds that the theories of meaning and 
intentionality, properly so-called, will consist of a series of platitudes detailing 
analytical connections between semantic and intentional concepts and other related 
notions, as well as further claims describing the use of content-ascribing sentences. 

3Johnston 1988, p. 42. 
4See Schiffer 1987, chapter 6. 
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Third and finally, the deflationary theorist contends that though there are no 
nonpleonastic semantic or intentional properties, there are nevertheless meaningful 
sentences and thoughts with content. Most importantly, it is held that such semantic 
and intentional features can play noninstrumental roles in correct explanations. 

The deflationary theory of meaning not only offers a provocative thesis about the nature of 

meaning and intentionality, it also offers a mther bleak picture of the future for the 

philosophies oflanguage and mind. In the last chapter of his book Schiffer concedes that 

the truth of his no-theory theory of meaning appears to leave the philosopher of language 

and mind with little or nothing to do of a genuine philosophical nature. The upshot of the 

no-theory theory of meaning seems to be that any philosophical question about meaning or 

intentionality will either admit of a trivial answer or no answer at all since it will be based on 

false presuppositions of one sort or another about meaning and intentionality. Johnston 

puts the point by saying that the interest of a theory of meaning is 'minimal.' Since the 

theories of meaning and intentionality will at the very best consist of a series of platitudes, a 

philosopher oflanguage or mind appears condemned to plumbing the depths of common 

sense in order to discover whatever truths there are about meaning or intentionality. If true, 

then the deflationary theories of meaning and intentionality will have vindicated, at least with 

respect to the theories of meaning and intentionality, a view of philosophical theories that 

Wittgenstein suggests in his Philosophical Investigations: "If one tried to advance theses in 

philosophy, it would never be possible to debate them, because everyone would agree to 

them."S 

To reach these conclusions about the theories of meaning and intentionality, the 

deflationary theorist has to establish three claims: first, that content notions are irreducible; 

second, that the theory of meaning and intentionality will be stateable as a series of trivial 

claims; and third, that content notions can figure in correct, noninstrumental explanations. I 

5Wittgenstein 1953, § 128: p. 50. 
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want now to examine the second claim, for it is the truth of this claim which would deal the 

death blow to the philosophies oflanguage and mind. I am going to argue that substantive 

philosophical questions about meaning and intentionality remain even if we grant the kinds 

of quasi-analytic, conceptual claims about meaning cited by Schiffer and Johnston. I want, 

that is, to deny the deflationist's claim that the only philosophical questions about meaning 

and intentionality either admit of trivial answers or are based on false presuppositions. Once 

we see precisely how such questions arise it will become clear that some sort of 

nondeflationary picture of meaning will emerge in the process of answering them. 

Schiffer and Johnston claim that the contents of the theories of meaning and intentionality 

will consist of trivial conceptual claims and other sorts of platitudes. Both philosophers 

make specific suggestions as to what a deflationary theory of meaning will look like. In the 

next section I want to look more carefully at their suggestions, begining with Johnston's. 

As we shall see, the key elements ofJohnston's theory of meaning can be incorporated into 

Schiffer's somewhat broader but still deflationary account of meaning. 

5.1 MINIMAUSM 

Johnston calls his view about meaning and intentionality 'Minimalism', which he 

characterizes as the thesis that " ... the notions of truth, meaning, and of the various attitudes 

are a connected family of notions embedded in a host of platitudes which allow for no 

significant reductions.'.() These platitudes purportedly tell us " ... [a]ll we know and all we 

need to know about meaning in general.,,7 What follows are the platitudes which Johnston 

cites. 

6Johnston 1988, p. 35. 
7Johnston 1988, p. 38. 
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[ 1] A sentence S of a language L is true just in case S in L means that p and p. 

[2] A sentence S of a language L means that p just in case in uttering S in the assertoric 
mode competent L-speakers would be asserting that p. 

[3] A sentence S of a language L means that p just in case in non-deceptively uttering S 
in the assertoric mode competent L-speakers would be expressing their belief that p. 

[4] If S is an interrogative sentence of L then the declarative form of S in L means that p 
just in cas.:. in using S in the inquisitorial mode L-speakers would thereby inquire 
whetherp. 

[5] To say of what is that it is and of what is not that it is not is to speak the truth. 

[6] When we speaklbelievelassert the truth, then what we speal<lbelievelassert 
corresponds to the facts. 

It is likely that Johnston thinks this list could be expanded by the addition of other such 

platitudes. However, the platitudes he does explicitly endorse give a clear picture of what a 

minimalist theory of meaning would look like. Two things emerge from this picture. First, 

the notion of meaning turns out to be 'reified use': ''Those platitudes taken together exhibit 

talk about the meaning of an expression as reifying talk about the potential of the expression 

to be used to assert, command, ask about, etc. various things."S Second, a theory of 

meaning could only be a statement of propositions knowledge of which would enable a 

speaker to perform the kinds of propositional speech acts detailed in the platitudes. And this 

means, Johnston claims, that " ... there cannot be a very interesting difference between a 

theory of meaning for L and a manual of translation into L--a 'means the same as' theory.,,9 

8 Johnston 1988, p. 38. 
9Johnston 1988, p. 40. 
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To see what Johnston has in mind with this second point, let's concentrate for the moment 

on the speech act of assertion. A theory of meaning for a language L would tell us for each 

declarative sentence S of L what S can be used to assert. (This picture would have to be 

complicated in order to account for problems arising from ambiguity and context

dependence. We can safely ignore such complications for our purposes here.) But for 

these purposes a translation manual--a (recursive) pairing of sentences ofL with sentences 

of the home language--would suffice. That is, since we already know how to use the 

sentences of our language to assert various propositions, a translation manual of sentences 

ofL into sentences of our language would supply us with the knowledge of what each 

(translatable) sentence of L could be used to assert. And that, on Johnston's account, 

would supply us with knowledge of the meanings of the sentences ofL. 

As I indicated above, Johnston's deflationary theory of meaning can be summarized as the 

conjunction of the two claims that meaning is reified use and that a recursive translation 

manual can do duty as a theory of meaning. That the truth of these claims constitutes a 

deflationary theory of meaning is doubtful. 

Consider first the claim that meaning is reified use. Meaning is reified use because talk 

about what a sentence means is supposed to be just convenient shorthand for talk about the 

speech-act potential of that sentence. As Johnston puts it, a minimalist theory of meaning 

says that" ... sentences are related to contents because of the way they are used in speech 

acts with those contents." 1 0 The problem is that that thesis about meaning is a component 

of theories of meaning which are not at all deflationary. For example, Schiffer (1987) 

describes a reductionist program which weds a Gricean theory of meaning to a reductionist 

thesis about propositional attitudes. The principal reductive task of a Gricean theory of 

meaning--Schiffer also refers to such a theory of meaning as Intention-Based Semantics 

IOIbid. p.4l. 
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(mS)--is to show that facts about the meanings of public-language expressions reduce to 

facts about the propositional attitudes of speakers. The idea is that a sentence's meaning that 

p in a given language consists in the fact that there is a convention among a community of 

speakers to use that sentence to mean that p, where the latter notion of speaker-meaning gets 

explicated in terms of certain kinds of propositional attitudes. I I 

The important point is that for the IBS theorist, as for Johnston, the paramount notion in 

the theory of meaning is the notion of a speech act. Thus the IBS theorist can happily 

embrace Johnston's dictum that "meaning is reified use." But in the hands of the ms 

theorist that insight constitutes the basis of a nondeflationary theory of meaning, since in 

IBS the various types of speech act are given reductive analyses. What this shows is that 

the platitudes [I] - [6] do not go far enough in establishing the deflationary character of 

meaning. At the very least, they would have to be supplemented by a deflationary theory of 

speech acts. Johnston needs to show that there is no hope for a nondeflationary account of 

speech acts; one capable of yielding substantive reductions of semantic notions such as 

those proposed in IBS. 

Let's now tum to the second ofJohnston's claims, viz., the claim that a theory of 

translation can do duty as a theory of meaning. Just as he does with the notion of a speech 

act, Johnston seems to assume that the notion of translation is itself unproblematic. But that 

assumption surely needs to be argued for. Afterall, not all translation manuals which we 

might devise for translating the sentences of a foreign language will be equally good. There 

must be some story to tell about why a given sentence of a foreign language is better 

translated into English in one way rather than another. In the absence of any such account it 

11 For the reduction of linguistic-meaning to speaker-meaning to be successful it would have to turn out 
that the definition of speaker-meaning made no essential reference--explicit orimplicit--to meanings in a 
public language. 



would be rash to prejudge the matter of whether a theory of translation will itselfbe 

deflationary in character. 
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In fact, the problem that translation poses for deflationism goes much deeper than this 

cautionary note would indicate. In section two of this paper I will argue that a deflationary 

theory of meaning cannot be sustained in the face of certain difficulties arising out of the 

nature of translation. Part of my argument will consist in demonstrating a crucial link 

between the notions of meaning and translation To do that I will tum the deflationary 

theorist's argument on its head. I will show that the link between translation and meaning 

constitutes a platitude about meaning. Before proceeding to this argument, however, I want 

briefly to review Schiffer's version of the deflationary theory of meaning, the so-called no

theory theory of meaning. The backbone of Minimalislil is the platitudes. In the no-theory 

theory it is the notion ofa conceptual role, though I will show how Johnston's platitudes 

can be encompassed in the notion of a conceptual role. As will become clear in section two, 

Schiffer's version of deflationism, like Johnston's, founders on the problem of translation. 

5.2 THE NO-THEORY THEORY OF MEANING 

The key notion in Schiffer's account is that of a conceptual role for both sentences and 

terms. In Remnants of Meaning Schiffer discusses the notion of a conceptual role solely 

with reference to sentences and terms in a language of thought, i.e., sentences in some 

neural, computational language. However, I think Schiffer's notion ought to be extended to 

sentences and terms in a natural, public language. To resist such an extension would be to 

risk emasculating the deflationary theory of meaning. For an opponent of the deflationary 

approach would then be free to raise questions about the nature of the meanings of natural 

language sentences, in particular, meaning- and propositional attitude-ascribing sentences. 
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Henceforth when I refer to the notion of a conceptual role I should be understood as 

having the sentences and tenns of a natural, public language in mind. 12 To give the 

conceptual role of a sentence is tantamount to giving a specification of the conditions of its 

use. Thus in stating the conceptual role of a sentence of a given language L we would 

advert to the sorts of conditions under which a typical L-speaker would assent to such a 

sentence. Furthennore, we would advert to conditions which would defeat such assent. 

Other facts relevant to detennining conceptual role could be the kinds of consequences that a 

sentence has, where this would be explicated in tenns of the sentences that typical speakers 

would be disposed to assent to upon assenting to the sentence in question. And of course, 

there would be defeaters for these conditions which would also figure in the detennination 

of a sentence's conceptual role. i3 

Now in trying to conceive what the conceptual roles of meaning-ascribing sentences 

would look like, it is clear that they would include the sorts of quasi-analytic claims that 

Johnston cites. (1-6 above) Afterall, it doesn't seem that one could coherently deny claims 

such as that a sentence means that p just in case it can be typically used to assert that p. And 

what this means is that our use of meaning-ascribing sentences must be constrained by such 

platitudes. That is, it is part of our conception of what it is to use meaning-ascribing 

sentences correctly that such analytical connections between meaning and the various kinds 

of speech acts be respected. 

12To repeat, this was not how Schiffer originally presented the notion of a conceptual role, however I don't 
see how one can avoid the problem mentioned above unless one makes this extension. 
13 Actually, this is just a description of the conceptual roles of declarative sentences. A fuller account of 
conceptual roles would obviously have to be expanded to encompass the conceptual roles of other types of 
sentences, such as imperatives and interrogatives. Furthermore, a complete description of the conceptual 
role of anyone sentence would have to include both literal and nonliteral uses of the sentence as well as 
direct and indirect uses. 

Nothing in my argument in the text tums on these further aspects of the notion of a conceptual role. My 
entire argument centers on the conceptual roles of literal and direct uses of meaning-ascribing, declarative 
sentences. 
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So we can see how the minimalist claims about meaning that Johnston cites can be 

incorporated in Schiffer's somewhat broader notion of a conceptual role, especially as this 

latter notion applies to meaning-ascribing sentences. Schiffer tries to show that a 

conceptual-role analysis of meaning-ascribing sentences will yield a deflationary account of 

meaning. He first argues that the conceptual roles of meaning-ascribing sentences are not 

equivalent to--and hence not reducible to--the conceptual roles of any other sort of sentence. 

(he makes a similar claim about propositional attitude-ascribing sentences) Secondly, he 

argues that an explanation of the success of content-based explanations and predictions will 

not yield a reduction of meaning or intentionality. To explain the success of such 

explanatory and predictive practices is to explain how the conceptual roles of meaning- and 

propositional attitude-ascribing sentences mesh with underlying physical reality in such a 

way that the predictions and explanations which invoke such sentences manage to succeed; 

that is, manage to yield accurate predictions and correct explanations, respectively. 14 

Of course, Schiffer doesn't just argue for the irreducibility of meaning-ascribing 

sentences; he also maintains that the irreducibility of such sentences has deflationary 

consequences. It is this stronger claim that I am going to take issue with in what follows. 

As I indicated in my discussion ofMinimalism, I am going to tum the deflationist's strategy 

on its head. My claim will be that an analysis of the conceptual roles of meaning-ascribing 

sentences (or of the platitudes about meaning) will reveal nondefiationary strains in our 

ordinary notion of meaning. 

14See Schiffer 1987, pp. 166-73; Schiffer 1990, pp. 159-67. 



5.3 PROBLEMS FOR THE DEFLATIONARY THEORY OF MEANING 

5.3.1 MEANING AND TRANSLATION 

What the deflationary theorist needs to show is that the conceptual roles of meaning-

ascribing sentences will show them to be irreducible, and that the irreducibility of such 

sentences will have deflationary consequences. Whether or not this can be established 

depends on what ought to be included in the conceptual roles of meaning-ascribing 
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sentences. With this in mind, consider the connection between meaning and translation. I 

suggest that there is an important connection between meaning and translation, one that 

ought somehow to be reflected in the conceptual roles of meaning-ascribing sentences. I 

will try to show that this has important implications for the theory of meaning. 

To see this, we can begin with a trivial truth about translation: to wit, that the goal of 

translation is a matching of sentences of a foreign language with sentences of the home 

language. 15 But of course not just any arbitrary matching will do. Surely, what we are 

after in searching for a correct translation of a foreign sentence is a sentence of our language 

which, to put it intuitively, carries the same meaning. This has the ring of a virtual platitude 

about translation. AfteralI, if the goal of translation is not, in some sense, to capture the 

meanings of sentences, what then is its goal? Even Quine, with all his skepticism about the 

determinacy of meaning, recognizes this constraint on translation. For he does not claim 

that any way of translating the sentences of a language is as good as any other way. Rather, 

his claim is that the only facts about meaning that must be captured in translation are verbal 

ISIt might perhaps be claimed that an ideal of translation is a one-to-one matching of sentences with 
sentences. Such an ideal is unlikely to be satisfied in practice however, for one invariably finds sentences in 
a foreign language which are best translated by means of a paraphrase involving several sentences of the 
translating language. 
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dispositions, and that this task can be accomplished in incompatible ways. (more on this 

below) So I think that this point about the aim of translation is independent of any particular 

theory about the nature of meaning, i.e., about what it is that one is trying to capture in 

matching sentences of one's own language with those of another. It is for this reason that I 

ventured to refer to this as a platitude about translation, which we can characterize as 

follows. 

[7] A sentence of one language correctly translates that of another just in case they are 
equivalent in meaning. 16 

I called this a platitude about translation, but I think it would be equally appropriate to call 

it a platitude about meaning. AfteraU, it purports to state a fact about meaning which is 

independent of any particular theory about what meaning is, i.e., about what it is that two 

sentences share when one correctly translates the other. That is to say, [7] seems to embody 

a part of our 'folklore' about meaning and translation, and isn't that at least prima facie 

evidence that [7] ought to be counted amongst the platitudes about meaning, and thus that it 

16Mike Harnish has suggested to me that [7] is too strong. He noted that it is not uncommon in 
translation to accept as correct a given translation of a word or phrase even though it is acknowledged that 
that translation doesn't quite capture the entire meaning of the Iinguisitc item being translated. Harnish's 
point is that correct translation need not always involve a perfect match in meaning. Sometimes close 
approximations in meaning are considered good enough. 

I have two responses to Harnish's suggestion. First, and most importantly, the issue that I am raising 
with [7] is the idea that the theory of translation and the theory of meaning are inextricably linked. More 
specifically, my point is that the whole business of translation is an attempt to represent in one language 
the meanings of the expressions of another language. And that point is not undermined by the observation 
that sometimes in translation we are forced to settle for a less than perfect representation of the meaning of 
some expression in another language. 

Secondly, what Harnish's observation demonstrates is that in translation we operate with two standards of 
correctness. One such standard is embodied in [7]. The second standard--the one which sanctions close 
approximations--is an expediency which we tum to only when it proves impossible to meet the more 
stringent standard embodied in [7]. So the notion of correctness embodied in [7] is really the paramount 
notion. Afterall, it is surely a platitude that the closer the approximation in meaning the better the 
translation, and that the best translation of all is one which perfectly captures the meaning of the term or 
phrase being translated. 
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figures in the conceptual roles of meaning-ascribing sentences? If [7] is to he so counted, 

then at least one platitude about meaning adverts to the enterprise of translation. And this 

shows that any discoveries we might make about the nature of translation will tell us 

something about the nature of meaning. 

This point has profound consequences for the deflationary theory of meaning. For 

reflection on the methodology of translation will reveal that the deflationary theorist is 

wrong in claiming that no substantive philosophical questions remain once we have 

identified the platitudes about meaning and the conceptual roles of meaning-ascribing 

sentences. Though the correct answers to these questions may be far from obvious, what is 

clear is that such answers will take the form ofsubstantive--i.e., nondeflationary--

philosophical claims about the nature of meaning. At least so I shall argue. 

5.3.2 INDEfERMINACY AND THE DEFLATIONARY THEORY OF MEANING 

Quine argues that translation suffers from an unavoidable indeterminacy: For any foreign 

language L that we might wish to translate into English, there will be, in principle if not in 

fact, at least two logically incompatible but empirically adequate manuals for translating 

sentences of L into English. (see Quine 1960) Because each such manual would be 

empirically adequate, Quine concludes that there is no fact of the matter as to which of these 

manuals is really correct and which is false. There are, Quine claims, no distinctions about 

meaning to be made beyond what the physical facts warrant. 

The whole truth about the most outlandish linguistic behavior 
is just as accessible to us, in our current Western conceptual 
scheme, as are other chapters of zoology. The obstacle is only 
that anyone intercultural correlation of words and phrases, and 
hence of theories, will be just one among various empirically 
admissible correlations, whether it is suggested by historical 
gradations or by unaided analogy; there is nothing for such a 
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correJation to be uniqueJy right or wrong about. 17 

Quine holds that the empirical facts about meaning that constitute the evidence for 

translation are verbal dispositions, especially dispositions of assent and dissent. In Quine's 

words, "[I]anguage consists in dispositions to verbal behavior." 18 Thus the goal of 

translation is simply to match, as best as possible, sentences of the foreign language with 

sentences of the home language whose conditions of assent and dissent coincide. And that 

job, Quine asserts, can always be accomplished by logically incompatible translation 

manuals. The competing translation manuals would be logically incompatible in that they 

would each translate the same foreign terms into distinct terms of English which themselves 

differ in their extensions. This in tum would mean that the competing translation manuals 

would end up assigning distinct truth conditions to foreign sentences in which such terms 

appear. The former claim corresponds to Quine's thesis of the inscrutability of reference 

and the latter to his thesis of the indeterminacy of translation. 

In Word and Object Quine illustrates the inscrutability thesis with his infamous 'Gavagai' 

example. 'Gavagai' is a holophrastic expression which native speakers assent to only in the 

presence of rabbits. What Quine points out is that 'gavagai', considered as a term, can be 

equally well translated by terms of English which themselves differ in their extensions; 

specifically, Quine suggests all of the following as empirically adequate translations of 

'gavagai': 'rabbit,' 'undetached rabbit part,' 'temporal stage of a rabbit,' or even the 

singular term naming the universal which all and only rabbits instantiate, viz., 'rabbithood.' 

Of course, each of these translations would require adjustments in the translations of other 

expressions, especially in what Quine calls the 'apparatus of individuation': plural 

constructions, identity, and quantification. But Quine's point is that all such adjustments 

17Quine 1969a, p.2S. 
18Quine unpublished, p.l. 



121 

can be made in ways which are compatible with all dispositions to verbal behavior on the 

part of the native speakers. 

As I said above, the conclusion that Quine draws from his indeterminacy and inscrutability 

arguments is a skeptical one. The inscrutability and indeterminacy theses are not, he says, 

claims about how the facts about meaning outrun the evidence available to us in translation; 

it is not a matter of there being unknowable semantic facts. Rather, it is that there are no 

such facts to be right or wrong about. 

Consider, from this realistic point of view, the totality of truths of nature, known and 
unknown, observable and unobservable, past and future. The point about the 
indeterminacy of translation is that it withstands even all this truth, the whole truth about 
nature. 19 

Now if Quine is right about translation and about its implications for meaning, then the 

correct theory of meaning will not be a deflationary one. This is not because Quine has 

shown that there is more to meaning than meets the eye, but, so to say, that there is Jess to 

meaning than meets the eye. Quine denies that there are genuine interlinguistic notions of 

reference and truth conditions, and I take that to be a nondeflationary claim about meaning. 

It is nondeflationary because it would require significant revisions in the way we think about 

meaning. Surely it is part of our commonsense lore about meaning that the terms of other 

languages are capable of having the same extensions as terms of English, and that the 

sentences of other languages are capable of expressing the same truth-conditional contents 

as sentences of English. What could be more natural than to think that French speakers 

could have a word which refers to dogs just like English speakers have? The point then is 

that it is not part of our 'folklore' about meaning that reference and truth conditions are 

parochial notions which have no application outside of English. So if Quine's conclusions 

19Quine 1969d, p. 303. 
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about meaning are correct, then, pace Johnston and Schiffer, the correct theory of meaning 

would not be 'a statement of the obvious.' It would not consist of a mere catalog of the 

conceptual roles ofmeaning-ac;cribing sentences as we now use them. In Quine's hands, 

Johnston's denial that 'there is a hidden and substantial nature for meaning to have' 

becomes a ground for skepticism about meaning, and thus a cause for concern for those 

who wish to defend our commonsense notions about meaning. 

It might be objected that I have exaggerated the nondeflationary consequences of Quine's 

theses of the indeterminacy of translation and the inscrutability of reference. The 

indeterminacy and inscrutability results notwithstanding, Quine does afterall acknowledge 

that sense can be made of the idea that terms from different languages can refer to the same 

things and that sentences from different languages can express the same truth conditions. 

Although he argues that there are no grounds for choosing between empirically equivalent 

translation manuals--the choice is ultimately arbitrary--Quine thinks that reJativeto any such 

translation manual interlinguistic comparisons of semantic properties are no longer arbitrary. 

Once we have settled upon an empirically adequate scheme of translation for a given 

language L, then there is a 'fact of the matter' as to which L-expression refers to rabbits, 

which to undetached rabbit parts, which L-sentence has the truth condition that rabbits are 

edible, and so on. (see Quine 1969b) 

Thus it would appear that in this relativistic gloss of semantic notions Quine resurrects the 

very notions that he undermines with his indeterminacy and inscrutability theses. That 

appearance is illusory. What gets undermined by these theses is the idea that there is an 

objective matter of fact about the semantic properties of a given language's expressions. An 

objective semantic fact would be one which is not contingent upon some arbitrary choice 

amongst empirically-adequate translation manuals. According to the view which Quine 

opposes, at least part of what makes a translation manual for a language L correct or 
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incorrect (or a better or worse approximation to the truth) is the extent to which it succeeds 

in capturing the independently existing semantic properties of the expressions of L. On the 

Quineian picture the relation is just the reverse: Semantic properties are artifacts of 

translation manuals. Thus they inherit the arbitrariness of the latter. 

So even when we allow for Quine's relativized versions of semantic notions, we are still 

left with a nondeflationary theory of meaning; a theory which demands sweeping changes in 

our commonsense thinking about such matters. For surely the commonsense view is that 

semantic properties are not relative to some prior choice ofa translation manual. For 

example, folk semantics would have it that the choice to translate the French "Ie chien" into 

English as "dog" reflects some objective fact about the role of that expression in French, 

viz., that it is an expression which refers to dogs. It is utterly foreign to common sense-

including the commensense of most professionallinguists--to assert that what "Ie chien" 

refers to depends upon how we choose to translate it into English. From the point of view 

of folk semantics this gets it precisely backwards. 

The upshot then is that the deflationary theorist cannot live with Quineian indeterminacy 

and inscrutability. So the task facing the deflationary theorist is to attempt to identify a false 

move in Quine's argument. I can only think of two ways that a deflationary theorist might 

try to do this. Neither of them, I will argue, succeeds in vindicating the deflationary theory 

of meaning. 
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5.4 RESPONSES TO THE INDETERMINACY ARGUMENT 

5.4.1 THE PROBLEM OF EVIDENCE 

One possible reaction to Quine's indeterminacy and inscrutability theses would be to claim 

that it is simply an artifact of his behaviorism. In arguing for his two theses Quine assumes 

that we can only rely on verbal dispositions in translating the utterances of foreign speakers. 

And it might seem that Quine's skeptical theses about meaning depend on this assumption 

in the sense that they would collapse were we to allow a broader evidential base for 

translation. This is because Quine's skepticism about meaning follows from his claim that 

there are logically incompatible but empirically equivalellt ways of translating any language 

into English. Thus one way of blocking Quine's conclusion would be to show that there 

will not be these inevitable ties between logically incompatible translation manuals. And we 

could do that by citing nonbehavioral evidence capable of determining a uniquely correct 

manual for translating a foreign language into English. 

Now we could achieve this result by constructing a correct, reductive account of meaning. 

Ifwe could say in nonsemantic, non intentional terms what having a given semantic content 

consisted in, then we could use such knowledge in justifying our selection of one translation 

manual as the correct manual for translating a particular language. If, e.g., we could supply 

necessary and sufficient naturalistic conditions for referring to dogs, and if some term of a 

foreign language satisfied those conditions, then this would seemingly be all the justification 

we needed for translating that term as 'dog.' (and not 'undetached dog parts,' 'temporal 

stages of dogs,' etc.) 

This suggestion will not be of much help to the deflationary theorist however. For the 

deflationary theorist denies that such reductive accounts are forthcoming for any semantic 
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notions. Still, it might be thought that there is nonbehavioral evidence which, though falling 

short of supplying genuine reductions of semantic notions, would still succeed in 

determining uniquely correct translation manuals for languages we wish to translate into 

English. Of course, in the absence of any concrete suggestions as to what such evidence 

might consist in, it is impossible to properly evaluate this strategy for defeating Quine. 

However, the candidates which most quickly come to mind all fall short of the required 

goal. For example, the most obvious facts one might appeal to are causal facts obtaining 

between a speaker's use of a term or sentence and states of the world, or between a 

speaker's use of a term or sentence and the use of that term or sentence made by other 

members of the speaker's linguistic community. But this will obviously not suffice to settle 

the kinds of indeterminacy that Quine discusses, because insofar as a term is causally linked 

to members of a set of physical objects, it will also be causally linked to undetached parts of 

those objects, time slices of those objects, or to instantiations of properties shared by those 

objects. Nor will communicative links between a speaker and other members of his 

linguistic community fit the bill either, since we face the same problem in trying to say what 

the community-wide content of the relevant term is. 

A second possible suggestion would be to tum to the states underlying verbal behavior-

states of the brain presumably. Now if there is some feature of such states which is capable 

of resolving the indeterminacy, it won't lie in any causal relations that might obtain between 

such states and features of the environment for precisely the reason that causal relations 

betweeen public language items and the world won't work. What about the functional 

structure of such states? By functional structure I simply mean the counterfactual causal 

relations obtaining between the neurological states responsible for linguistic behavior. It 

might be thought that the overall functional organization of the brain somehow determines a 

unique mapping between linguistic items and states of the world. This could be thought to 
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obtain by virtue of some sort of isomorphism between the functional organization of the 

brain and the underlying structure of the world. 

This suggestion isn't going to work either, however. The point about translation is that 

two translation manuals might equally well capture the inferential links between sentences of 

a language--as revealed in the dispositions of speakers--and yet be incompatible with one 

another. Quine explicitly recognizes that a goal of translation is to capture the internal, 

inferential links between sentences: "It stands to reason that a proper semantical analysis of 

standing sentences, in terms of behavioral dispositions, will be primarily occupied with the 

interrelations of sentences rather than with standing sentences one by one.,,20 The point 

then is that the inferential structure of a language fails on its own to uniquely determine the 

semantic contents of its sentences, at least to the point of being able to resolve indeterminacy 

and inscrutability of the Quineian variety. But if the inferential structure of public language 

items cannot resolve Quineian indeterminacy and inscrutability, then neither can the 

inferential or functional organization of the brain. 

5.4.2 INDETERMINACY AND UNDERDETERMINATION 

A second possible reaction to Quine would be to claim that the argument for the 

inscrutability of reference and truth conditions is nothing more than a demonstration of the 

applicability to linguistic theory of the principle of the underdetermination of empirical 

hypotheses by the evidence.21 And that principle, unlike Quine's gloss of his 

indeterminacy and inscrutability theses, does not entail any anti-realist consequences for the 

subject matter of empirical hypotheses. (at least not without further arguments) That is to 

20Quine 1975a, p. 89. 
21See, e.g., N. Chomsky's contribution to Words and Objections: Essays on th~ Work of W. V. Quine, 
edited by D. Davidson and J. Hintikka. Dordrecht, Holland: D. Reidel Publishing Company. (1969) 
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say, from the fact that rival hypotheses could be equally compatible with all available 

evidence--or even all possible evidence--it does not follow that there is no fact of the matter 

as to which of the rival hypotheses correctly describes the data, if any does. Quine himself 

has acknowledged the underdetermination of physical theory, but for all that he has also 

proclaimed an allegiance to scientific realism and to naturalism.22 

Unfortunately for the deflationary theorist, even if this is the correct response to make to 

Quineian indeterminacy and inscrutability, it is not one that a deflationary theorist could 

make. For the only way of spelling out the objection would entail the falsity of the 

deflationary account of meaning. The reason is this. One cannot speak of the 

underdetermination of semantic hypotheses by all possible evidence without presupposing 

that there could be some fact of the matter as to what a speaker's words mean even if there 

were no possible way to decide between competing hypotheses about what the speaker's 

words mean. That is to say, one cannot propose the 'underdetermination' gloss of the 

indeterminacy and inscrutability theses unless one is prepared to recognize the possibility of 

semantic facts which transcend our abilities to gather evidence for our semantic hypotheses. 

But how can all of this talk about evidence-transcendent facts be reconciled with the 

deflationary theorist's gloss of semantic properties and facts? To repeat, the deflationary 

theorist holds that there are such properties and facts only in a pleonastic sense of these 

notions, a sense which carries no ontological commitment to the existence of objective, 

language-independent properties and facts. So what could it mean for the deflationary 

theorist to say that there might be a fact of the matter as to the correct translation of a given 

sentence or term even if no possible evidence could decide between rival translations? What 

could this claim of factuality amount to, if the only meaning facts are pleonastic ones? 

22See Quine 1975b. 
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Perhaps the point can be better seen by contrasting the case of semantics with 

undertermination in a field like physics. In so far as we can make sense of the idea that two 

rival theories in physics might explain all possible obselVations equally well yet one be false 

and the other true, it is that we imagine there to be some unobselVable realm of facts which 

is correctly described by one of the theories and incorrectly by the other. But we are clearly 

thinking of such facts in a nonpleonastic sense which carries with it an ontological 

commitment to language-independent, objective facts. I don't see how else we can make 

sense of the idea of there being a fact of the matter in the case physics unless we construe 

the notion of an obselVation-transcendent fact in this way. But the deflationary theorist 

denies that we can construe the notion of a semantic fact nonpleonastically. Yet such a 

construal is precisely what is needed in order to make sense of the underdeterrnination gloss 

of Quine's indeterminacy and inscrutability theses. 

5.5 CONCLUSION 

The deflationary theory of meaning seemed a rather enticing explication of meaning and 

intentionality in light of two obselVations: first, in light of the apparent intractability of 

content notions on the matter of reduction, and second, in light of the apparent robustness of 

these notions, especially as regards their explanatory and predictive utility. The deflationary 

theory promised to reconcile these facts with a strictly materialistic ontology. But now we 

see that the appeal of the theory is specious. Quine's indeterminacy and inscrutability 

arguments forces us into the recognition that we cannot live with the two obselVations cited 

above, at least not if we wish to champion some sort of materialism. Either we press on 

with the task of reducing content notions, or we dismiss the apparent robustness of content 



as an enticing illusion. There are those who think that the latter option is incoherent.23 

Perhaps then our best hope lies in some as yet unthought of reduction. 

23See, e.g.,Schiffer 1990. 
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6 

AN EVALUATION OF THE CASE FOR METHODOLOGICAL PHYSICALISM 

6.0 INTRODUCTION 

I have now completed my case for the thesis that propositional-attitude notions are 

irreducible but playa causal-explanatory role in true explanations. In chapter 1 I presented 

seven arguments which purported to show that methodological physicalism is true, and 

hence that propositional-attitude notions could not be irreducible and playa causal

explanatory role in true explanations. In this the sixth and final chapter, I wish to tum to an 

evaluation of these arguments. 

6.1 THE METHODOLOGICAL ARGUMENT 

Versions of this argument appear in Field (1972), Hempel (1966), and Putnam and 

Oppenheim (1958). These philosophers contend that the thesis of methodological 

physicalism sustains research into the physico-chemical bases of phenomena that constitute 

the explananda and explanantia of theories in the special sciences. It is instructive to view 

the methodological argument as consisting of two claims. First, there is the claim that the 

only motivation for such research is the assumption that the relevant phenomena will prove 

physicalistically reducible. Second, there is the claim that such research has in fact yielded 

successful reductions of various phenomena. As an illustmtion of this claim both Hempel 

(1966) and Field (1972) cite the purported advances made in understanding the molecular 

bases of genetic phenomena. Consequently, scientists are justified in presupposing the 
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truth of methodological physicalism because the thesis has garnered some inductive 

support. 

I think that neither 'component' of the methodological argument stands up to scrutiny. 

To begin with the first claim. I submit that there are plausible reasons for attempting to 

discover the physico-chemical bases of certain types of phenomena even when one denies 

the physicalistic reducibility of such phenomena. Imagine, for example, that someone held 

the view that properties of a certain type--phenomenological properties, say--supervened on 

the microphysical properties of human beings. 1 Surely such an individual would have a 

perfectly legitimate theoretical interest in discovering precisely which microphysical 

properties of human beings form the supervenience basis for phenomenological properties. 

Or consider a philosopher who holds a modified Lockean view about colors. Such a 

philosopher agrees with Locke that what colors we perceive objects to have depends in 

large measure on the underlying physical properties of such objects. (as well as properties 

of the ambient light and our visual apparatus) That would be reason enough, it seems to 

me, to motivate and hence justify an inquiry into the physical basis of color perception, 

even if such a hypothetical philosopher also held that the colors we perceive objects to have 

were not acutal properties of the objects themselves. 

The second part of the methodological argument presupposes a high success rate for 

physicalistic reductions of special-science explanatory notions. This presupposition may 

also be called into question. Imagine some explanatory construct C of a special-science 

theory and an explanatory construct C* of a more basic physical theory. If there is a true 

bridge principle connecting C and C*, and if that bridge principle can be correctly 

IThis is essentially IGm's (1979) view. IGm actually states his view as a supervenience thesis about 
events. However, since he views events as instantiations of properties at times, one does not misrepresent 
him by attributing to him the view that mental properties supervene on the microphyscial properties of 
human beings. 
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interpreted as an identity statement, then it ought to follow that C* is capable of taking on 

the explanatory burden of C; that is, the phenomena that can be explained in terms of C 

must be explicable in terms of C*. Put in tenns of the notion of explanatory relativity, the 

point is that C* must be capable of explaining the same explananda relative to the same 

contrast spaces as can be explained in terms of C. 

Recall Garfinkel's (1981) example of the ecosystem consisting of foxes and rabbits that I 

discussed in section 1 of chapter 2. Garfinkel points out that the death ofR can be 

embedded in (at least) two distinct contrast spaces: the death ofR can be contrasted with 

possible states of affairs in which R is not killed by any member of the fox population, or it 

can be contrasted with states of affairs in which R is killed by foxes other than F, the fox 

that actually kilIed R. The former contrast space corresponds to an explanation in which 

the explanandum is why R was killed rather than spared, and the latter to an explanation 

whose explanandum is why R was killed by F rather than by some other fox. One of the 

principal points to emerge from this example is that the sorts of ' lower level' facts that can 

explain the latter explanandum are incapable of explaining the former explanandum. One 

cannot replace, salva vertitate, the statistical explanation of why R was killed rather than 

spared with an explanation in terms of facts at any lower level of generality. 

I submit that the moral of Garfinkel's example can be applied widely, and thus that 

methodological physicalists have been far too sanguine about the 'accomplishments' 

attained by past enquiries into the physico-chemical bases of various phenomena. For 

example, Field (1972) cites the "very profitable research into the chemical foundations of 

genetics" as an example of how explanations in the special sciences can be expected to be 

cannibalized by physicalistic explanations. However Kitcher (1984) argues, pace Field, 

that molecular biology has not succeeded in replacing the explanations of genetics. (see 

footnote 6 of chapter 2) Though he puts the point by saying that the explanations of 
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molecular biology cannot achieve the same level of generality as that achieved by 

explanations in genetics, the spirit of his suggestion can be captured in terms of the notion 

of a contrast space--to wit, that the contrast spaces of explanations in molecular biology do 

not match up with the contrast spaces of explanations in genetics. 

6.2 THE METHODOWGICAL ARGUMENT 

This maxim is typically expressed as the demand not to multiply entities beyond necessity. 

Since our concern is with explanations and the explanatory notions which figure in them, in 

chapter 1 I phrased Ockham's razor as the requirement that we achieve a maximum of 

explanatory power with a minimum of ontological commitments. I then showed how a 

reduction of the generalizations and explanatory notions of some higher level theory to 

those of a more basic theory represented a way of achieving the dual goals of explantory of 

power and ontological parsimony. 

Of course, on no sane reading of Ockham's razor does that maxim lead straightway to 

nominalism. The point is not to minimize one's ontological commitments come what may; 

rather the idea is to balance ontological stinginess with one's explanatory needs. If one is 

committed to the irreducibility of certain explanatory notions, then it seems that one is faced 

with two options. Either one can argue for the falsity of Ockham's razor, or one can 

attempt to show that the purported irreducibility of the relevant explanatory notions does 

not constitute a violation of the maxim since they are needed in the explanation of certain 

explananda. It ought to come as no suprise that I take the latter tack. Ifwhat I have argued 

in the previous section and in chapter 2 is correct, then the irreducibility of propositional

attitude properties ought not to be considered a violation ofOckham's Razor, since 

propositional-attitude notions cannot be replaced without loss of explanatory power. 
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6.3 REDUCTION AND THE MEANING OF THEORETICAL TERMS 

As I indicated in the first chapter, David Lewis puts forward a theory of meaning for 

theoretical terms from which it follows that theories are true just in case they are reducible. 

Lewis' idea is that theoretical terms are definite descriptions. The meaning of a theoretical 

term 'ti' introduced by a theory T is said to be exhausted by the following description: 

(1) ti=The itb member of the unique n-tuple of entities 
< f}, ... , ... rn > which satisfies the open sentence 'T{xl, ... , ... xn)'. 

The open sentence 'T{xl , ... , ... xn)' is obtained by conjoining the totality of (closed) 

sentences comprising the theory T and then uniformly replacing each theoretical term 'ti' 

introduced by T with a variable 'Xj'. (The open sentence 'T{xl, ... , ... xn)' thus consists of 

variables and terms that are not introduced by T) 

Two consequences follow from Lewis' account of the meanings of theoretical terms. 

First, it follows that a theory T{tt, ... , ... tn) is true iff the open sentence T{xl , ... , ... xn) is 

uniquely satisfied by an n-tuple of entities <£1, ... , ... rn>. Second, ifT{tt, ... , ... tn) is 

uniquely satisfied by an n-tuple of entities <£1 , ... , ... rn>, then the theory as well as the 

explanatory terms tl, , tn introduced by it are reducible. For under such circumstances, 

each 'ti' is equivalent to a definite description which is nonempty. Thus by the 

substitutivity ofidenticals, we get the result, for each 'ti' ofT, 
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Hence the theoryT(q, ... , ... tn) is entailed by T(q, ... , ... rn) and the aforementioned bridge 

principles which take the form of identity statements. So, if Lewis' theory of meaning for 

theoretical terms is correct, then a theory is true ifTthe theoretical terms introduced by Tare 

reducible. 

Given my account of the explanatory role of propositionai-attitude predicates, Lewis' 

theory can't account for the semantics of propositional-attitude predicates. On Lewis' 

theory, in order for propositional-attitude predicates to refer at all, they must have unique 

(presumably physicalistic) realizations. But I argued in chapter 2 that such predicates refer 

to structural or systemic properties which can be multiply realized. In fact, my argument 

was that propositional-attitude predicates had to refer to properties at this level of 

abstraction in order to explain actions. Since any action can be realized by a multiplicity of 

distinct bodily movements, an explanation of why an agent performed a particular action A 

is not equivalent to an explanation of why the agent performed the particular bodily 

movement which realized A. To explain why an agent performed a given action is to 

explain the presence ofa certain redundant causality in the agent. To say, in this context, 

that there was a redundant causality is not only to claim that the agent performed a given 

bodily movement which realized a particular action, it is also to claim that had the agent not 

performed the bodily movement he actually performed, then it is likely that he would have 

performed some other bodily movement that would have constituted a realization of that 

same action. The upshot of my argument of chapter 2 section 1 is that only propositional

attitude properties, understood as structural or systemic properties of brains, are at the 

appropriate level of abstraction to explain the aforementioned sorts of redundant causalities. 

Now it might be wondered whether, by relaxing Lewis' constraints somewhat, it is 

possible to accomodate propositional-attitude predicates within a Lewis-style framework. 

The requisite change would involve dropping the uniqueness condition, thus treating 
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propositional-attitude predicates as indefinite rather than definite descriptions. The point of 

such a change would be to attempt to accomodate the multiple-realizability of psychological 

properties within Lewis' reductionist framework: each propositional-attitude predicate Pi 

would thus refer to the i!h member of any n-tuple of entities which satisfied the 

conjunction of folk-psychological generalizations. 

This suggestion completely misses the point of my objection to Lewis. Underlying this 

suggestion is the assumption that more than one set of physicalistic properties is capable of 

satisfying the explanatory generalizations of folk psychology. Whereas my objection is 

that no such set is capable of satisfying these generalizations, precisely because such 

properties do not achieve the appropriate level of abstaction or generality. Consequently, 

propositional-attitude predicates cannot be given Lewis-style definitions as either definite or 

indefinite descriptions. 

6.4 EXPLANATORY UNIFICATION 

Friedman (1981) holds that an accurate measure of the acceptability of a theory is the 

degree to which it satisifies the requirement of theoretical unification. If a theory is 

acceptable then it is rational to countenance its postulated entities and laws, and hence to 

acquiesce in the truth of the explanations that flow from the theory. The unifying power of 

a theory is great, Friedman holds, when the theory " ... interacts in a fruitful way with other 

pieces of theoretical structure.,,2 The sort of fruitful interaction he envisions occurs when a 

theory from one domain conjoins with a theory from another domain to explain some realm 

of phenomena. As an example of this he points to the molecular theory of gases. By 

assuming that gases are composed of molecules subject to Newtonian forces the molecular 

2Friedman 1981, pp. 9-10. 



137 

theory afforded explanations of various properties of gases, such as the Boyle-Charles law 

of ideal gases. More importantly, we see the assumption of molecular constitution 

appearing in the explanation of other phenomena. "[T]he hypothesis of molecular 

constitution, in conjunction with atomic theory ... helps us to explain chemical bonding, 

thermal and electrical conduction, nuclear energy, genetic inheritance, and literally 

hundreds of other phenomena.,,3 

Now the purported link between acceptability and theoretical unification is not gratuitous. 

Friedman argues that it is a natural outcome of the process in which theories are confirmed 

One of the principal tests of a theory is its ability to explain and predict phenomena. A 

theory shows promise of being unified precisely because of its promise of conjoining with 

other theories to explain and predict phenomena in domains for which the theory was not 

originally intended. Hence the process of theoretical unification dovetails with the process 

of confirmation. As Friedman (1981) puts it: "[A] theoretical structure that plays a role in 

theoretical explanations in many diverse areas picks up confirmation from all these areas.,,4 

The issue of reduction enters the picture because one way to successfully unify 

apparently diverse phenomena is by revealing a common structure to these phenomena. 

The goal of such an explanatory strategy would be to show that otherwise diverse 

phenomena are really just manifestations of the same set of processes and structures. It is 

just this feature of theoretical unification that Friedman is emphasizing in his example of the 

molecular theory of gases. And we can see that essentially the same goal of unification via 

reduction would be achieved by a successful reduction of propositional-attitude notions. 

For instance, it is the explicit goal of a teleological theorist like Millikan to reveal the 

3Ibid., p. 7. 
4Ibid., p. 7. 
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explanations of folk psychology as falling within the broader explanatory framework of 

evolutionary biology. 

In any case of successful intertheoretic reduction there are two principals: the reducing 

theory and the reduced theory. Given Friedman's discussion and the examples he employs 

it is obvious how a theory which reduces another theory manifests unifying power and 

hence garners confirmation. What is less obvious, but more important for our purposes, is 

how the reduced theory also manifests unifying power, thereby receiving boosts in its 

degree of confirmation. By being reduced to some broader theoretical framework, a theory 

can be said to be "interacting fruitfully" with other theories. For a reduction reveals the 

explanations of the reduced theory to be special cases of the explanations of the reducing 

theory. 

The point is that intertheoretic reduction confers unifying power on both the reduced and 

reducing theories. Now consider the view that propositional-attitude notions are 

irreducible. That view appears to run afoul of the requirement of explanatory unification 

and hence to run afoul of the process of theoretical confirmation. For the claim that 

propositional-attitude notions are irreducible appears to imply that such notions will 

invariably fail to "interact fruitfully" with other theoretical notions. I want to argue that that 

appearance is deceiving; that in fact significant explanatory unification can be achieved 

without intertheoretic reduction. Stich (1983) makes this point in responding to an 

argument of Paul Churchland's. Churchland (1981) charges that folk psychology ought to 

be viewed as"a serious candidate for outright elimination." One of the reasons he cites in 

defense of this claim is that the categories of folk psychology " ... appear.(so far) to be 

incomensurable with or orthogonal to the categories of the background physical science 

whose long-term claim to explain human behavior seems undeniable."S Put in Friedman's 

5Churchland 1981, p. 76. 
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tenns, what Churchland is doing is accusing folk psychology oflacking any promise of 

theoretical unification. 

What Stich argues is that Churchland fails to look in the right place for theories with 

which propositional attitude notions might 'fruitfully interact'. Churchland focuses on the 

physical sciences and finds no place in their theoretical structure for such notions, whereas 

Stich points to the social sciences as an area of theoretical research which traffics heavily in 

intentional idioms. 

Economics, political science, sociology, and anthropology are up to their ears in the 
intentional idiom that is the hallmark of folk psychology. We simply have no way of 
recounting our knowledge of social, political, and economic processes without 
invoking the intentional language of folk psychology. 6 

Stich's point, of course, is that the explanatory constructs of folk psychology are not 

isolated from the rest of our theoretical corpus, for they figure quite centrally in the 

explanations of a wide range of phenomena, from historical and cultural phenomena to 

linguistic phenomena. And this sort of theoretical unification is achieved without having 

propositional-attitude notions participate in any sort of reduction. It is achieved simply by 

virtue of the fact that the very same intentional notions figure in explanations covering a 

broad range of phenomena. 

The upshot then is twofold. First, pace Friedman, intertheoretic reduction is not the sole 

way of attaining genuine theoretical unification, and hence is not the sole way of attaining 

confinnation. Second, the key explanatory constructs of folk psychology, 

i.e. ,propositional-attitude notions, possess significant unifying power in a manner which 

does not hinge on intertheoretic reduction. 

6Stich 1983, pp. 213-4. 
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6.5 EXPLAININGTHESUCCESSOFCONTENT-BASEDPREDICfIONS 

Imagine some special-science theory T which successfully predicts phenomena in some 

domain D. In chapter 1 pointed out that there are possible ways of explaining the predictive 

success ofT that are consonant with the truth ofT, and yet other possible ways of 

explaining T's predictive success that are consonant with the falsity ofT. I further pointed 

out that one way to account for the predictive success ofT that is consonant with its truth is 

via an intertheoretic reduction ofT to a more basic theory. Such a reduction would reveal 

the laws ofT to be entailed by the laws of the more basic theory by means of bridge 

principles linking the predicates ofT with the predicates of the more basic theory. Since 

the same laws that are entailed by the more basic theory also appear in T -predictions, one 

achieves both an explanation of the predictive success ofT as well as a vindication of the 

truth ofT. The predictions ofT are successful because they are based on generalizations 

that are entailed by the laws of (what we take to be) a true theory. 

This model of predictive success will clearly not fit my account of folk psychology. 

Although I have so far talked exclusively about explanations of actions, it is not hard to 

arrive at a companion account of predictions of actions. The idea is that folk psychology is 

not only an explanatory theory but also a predictive theory--in fact, it is hard to see how it 

could have much credibility as an explanatory theory without some success as a predictive 

theory. In particular, folk psychology not only purports to explain actions, it also attempts 

to predict their occurrence. Now almost any action can be realized by a multitude of 

distinct bodily movements. Thus to predict an action is not the same thing as predicting 

that an agent will perform a specific type of bodily movement. To predict an action is to 

predict that an agent will perform some movement within a range of bodily movements. In 

short, to predict an action is to predict the existence of a 'redundant causality' in a given 
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agent. (see section 3 above and chapter 2 section 1) Consequently, the successful 

prediction of what Dennett (1981 b, 1991) calls "the objective patterns of intentional 

behavior" demands reliance upon generalizations couched at an appropriate level of 

abstraction. This precludes the possibility of deriving such generalizations from more basic 

physicalistic laws. Hence the predictive success of folk psychology cannot be explained in 

terms of the notion of intertheoretic reduction. 

Does this mean that the predictive success of folk psychology defies explanation in a 

manner which is consistent with its truth? I think that depends upon one's standards of 

explanation. One way to explain folk psychology's predictive success is this: successful 

predictions are based on true generalizations. If certain kinds of 'regularities' amongst 

structural or systemic features of the brain account for the "patterns of intentional 

behavior," and if these regularities can be captured by generalizations which employ 

propositional-attitude notions, then when folk-psychological predictions that employ such 

generalizations are successful it is because they get the causes right! 

Now it might be objected that my so-called 'explanation' of the predictive success of folk 

psychology amounts to nothing more than the assertion that folk psychology makes correct 

predictions because it is true. Although it is not viciously circular, someone might 

complain that this answer is truistic and thus ultimately trivial and uninformative. I have 

two responses to such an objection. First, a truistic answer is still a true answer. Second, 

there is nothing trivial about my account of folk-psychological generalizations to which my 

answer makes reference. 

What my explanation of predictive success doesn't do that the reductionist model does do 

is to explain the predictive success of one theory in ternlS of anothertheory. The 

reductionist model explains predictive success by showing how the generalizations of the 

successful theory are entailed by the generalizations of some other theory, whereas I 
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explain the predictive success of folk psychology on its own terms. That is to say, I 

explain the predictive success of folk psychology in terms of the truth of folk psychology 

itself. Perhaps then the objection to my account is not so much that it is trivial as that it is 

incomplete. In order to complete the explanation, the objection would go, I need to tack on 

an explanation of the truth of folk-psychological generalizations, and I won't succeed in 

doing that unless I tie the truth of such generalizations to a more basic theory. And the way 

to do that is through reductions of those generalizations. 

Ifl am to meet this objection, and thus vindicate my explanation of the predictive success 

of folk psychology, what I need to show is that an explanation of the truth of the 

generalizations invoked in folk-psychological predictions will not involve reductions of 

those generalizations from more basic physicalistic laws. I tackle this issue in section 6 

below. 

6.6 INTERTHEOREfIC REDUCTION AND THE EXPLANATION OF LAws 

According to the received view of intertheoretic reduction, a successful reduction is effected 

when the laws of a theory are shown to be logical consequences of the laws of another 

theory. As Hempel and more recently the Churchlands have pointed out, a successful 

intertheoretic reduction serves as an explanation, where what is explained are the laws of 

the reduced theory.7 The following passage from Hempel (1965) makes clear precisely in 

what sense intertheoretic reduction serves as an explanation: 

The examples we have considered so far illustrate the deductive explanation of 
particular occurrences by means of empirical laws. But empirical science raises the 
question "Why?" also in regard to the uniformities expressed by such laws and often 
answers it, again, by means ofa deductive-nomological explanation, in which the 

7 Cf.Hempel 1965a, 1966, 1969; Churchland 1988; Churchland 1986. 
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An intertheoretic reduction is simply an exemplification of the D-N model of explanation, 

where the explananda in such cases are the laws and generalizations of the theory being 

reduced. Consequently, an argument for why we ought to anticipate the reduction of (true) 

special-science theories is that such reductions are needed to explain the generalizations 

invoked in the explanations generated from such theories. 

Of course, none of this shows that the truth of an explanatory generalization guarantees 

its reducibility in terms of some more basic set of laws. What the preceding considerations 

do purport to show, however, is that the irreducibility of any such generalization comes at a 

steep price, viz., the impossibility of explaining the truth of that generalization. The 

message in the passage quoted from Hempel is unequivocal on this point: an irreducible 

empirical generalization is an unexplained generalization. 

Now in chapter 2 I argued that propositional-attitude properties are not physicalistically or 

naturalistically reducible. Their irreducibility stems from the fact that they are structural or 

systemic properties, and hence can be instantiated in physically disparate ways. I also 

argued that propositional-attitude notions are indispensible for the explanation of actions. 

Fodor (1974) suggests a modification of the D-N model of reduction-as-explanation which 

he thinks can accomodate the so-called 'multiple realizability' of propositional-attitude 

properties. As Fodor sees it, the problem that the multiple realizability of propositional

attitude properties poses for the D-N model of reduction-as-explanation is this: since any 

propositional-attitude property P can be realized in physically disparate ways, it follows 

that there will be no lawlike generalization statable in terms of physicalistic properties 

which could possibly subsume any lawlike generalization involving P. 

8Hcmpel 1965, p. 343. 
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Fodor suggests dropping the requirement that there be such a physical law for the 

reduction of folk-psychological generalizations. He claims that we can appease our 

reductionist scruples provided that there is a disjunction of such physical laws. (According 

to Fodor, a disjunction of physical laws is not itselfa law; the context "It is a law that 

___ " is not truth functional.) Fodor's idea is that the explanatory generalizations of 

folk psychology can be considered reducible provided that each instantiation of a folk

psychological law falls under some physical law, even if different instantiations fall under 

different physical laws. In order to achieve this result the properties referred to in folk

psychological generalizations, including of course propositional-attitude properties, must 

have physical instantiations which fall under physical laws. Fodor compares and contrasts 

his version of reductionism to the D-N model--what he refers to as "standard 

reductionism"--in the following way. 

In particular, it does not imply a correspondence between the kind predicates of the 
reduced science and the reducing science. Yet it does imply physicalism given the same 
assumption that makes standard reductionism physicalistic: viz., that bridge statements 
express token event identities.9 

We saw above that the goal of reduction on the D-N model is the explanation of 

generalizations that appear in the explanations of nonbasic theories. Fodor does not think 

that this goal is compromised in any way by his account of intertheoretic reduction. He 

contends that on his account of intertheoretic reduction, in which each instantiation of a 

special-science law is subsumed by some physical law, one achieves an explication of 

" ... the physical mechanisms whereby events conform to the laws of the special 

sciences." 1 0 

9Fodor 1974, p. 141. 
lOIbid., p. 138. 
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Recall my discussion of the token identity theory in chapter 2. I characterized this theory 

as the attempt to show how propositional-attitude tokens could have a causal-explanatory 

role consonant with the irreducibility of propositional-attitude properties. Propositional

attitude tokens are held to be causal-explanatory by virtue of their identity with physical 

tokens that are subsumed by causal laws statable in terms of the predicates of physical 

theory. One can detect a high degree of kinship between the token identity theory and 

Fodor's (1974) account ofintertheoretic reduction. Fodor (1974) contends that folk 

psychological laws are reduced, and hence explained, provided that the instantiations of 

such laws are subsumed by physical laws. In short, we reduce a law by reducing each of 

its instances. 

My objection to the token identity theory was that it fails to accord psychological 

properties any genuine causal-explanatory role. Like Kim's (1979) supervenience account, 

it treats psychological properties as 'explanatory danglers.' I want to raise a parallel 

objection against Fodor's account of intertheoretic reduction. Since Fodor accepts the idea 

that reduction is a form of explanation, his account of reduction entails that one explains a 

folk-psychological generalization by revealing each ofits instances to be subsumed by a 

physicalistic, causal law. But if a folk-psychological generalization can be completely 

explained in this way, then it is hard to see what kind of explanatory leverage a folk

psychological generalization affords, beyond expediency of formulation. The expediency 

lies in the fact that the folk-psychological generalization allows one to say in one 

generalization what one would otherwise have to say via a disjunction of generalizations. 

I submit that Fodor's account treats folk-psychological generalizations as 'explanatory 

danglers.' The implicit message in his account rings out loud and dear: the real 

explanatory work is being done by the physicalistic, causal laws. By supervening on such 

laws, folk psychological generalizations simply offer a convenient means of referring to 
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causal laws which, by hypothesis, form a heterogeneous group from the point of view of 

physical theory. 

Now it might objected that I am making too little of the 'convenience factor,' i.e., the fact 

that folk-psychological generalizations offer a succinct way of referring to a collection of 

heterogeneous laws. Surely this shows that folk-psychological generalizations, and, a 

fortiori, propositional-attitude predicates, allow us to attain a level of generality that would 

otherwise be impossible if our explanations were to be couched wholly at the level of 

physical theory. With this I agree: Fodor's account does reveal how folk-psychological 

generalizations are more general than physicalistic, causal laws. In fact it is just this feature 

which, on Fodor's account, explains why the standard D-N model of intertheoretic 

reduction fails to apply to folk-psychological generalizations. However, my point is that 

this extra degree of generality is of no genuine explanatory value. Apart from the 

compactness afforded by folk-psychological generalizations, there is nothing that can be 

explained by such generalizations that cannot be explained by the physicalistic, causal laws 

which subsume their instantiations. 

Contrast this now with the account of folk-psychological explanations that I suggested in 

chapter 2. I argued there that the level of generality afforded by propositional-attitude 

notions is indispensable for the explanation of actions. To explain an action is to explain 

the presence of a certain redundant causality in the agent, and only structural or systemic 

properties are capable of explaining the relevant redundant causalities. Though I agree with 

Fodor that propositional-attitude properties can be realized by heterogeneous phsyicalistic 

properties, I part company with him by claiming that it is the presence of the propositional

attitude property itself, and not any particular physical realization of it, which is relevant to 

the explanation of an action. 
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Thus I must concede Hempel's point: given my account of folk-psychological 

explanations of action, the irreducibility of folk-psychological generalizations means that 

there is no explaining them in other terms. Let me close this section with the following 

brief remark. Though it might be cold comfort to some, there is some reason to think that 

the phenomenon I have described is not limited to folk psychology. In footnote 7 of 

chapter 2 I cite Kitcher's (1984) claim that generalizations appearing in explanations in 

genetics cannot be replaced by generalizations couched in the terminology of molecular 

biology. Though he doesn't put things in terms of the concept of explanatory relativity, 

Kitcher argues that the level of generality attained by the explanatory notions of genetics is 

essential for the explanation of certain kinds of genetic phenomena. Furthermore, he 

insists that this same level of generality precludes the reduction of the generalizations of 

genetics from the generalizations of molecular biology. Thus it seems to follow on 

Kitcher's view that the explanatory generalizations of genetics cannot be explained in terms 

of the generalizations of molecular biology. 

6.7 CAUSALOVERDETERMINATION 

In chapter 1 I considered the argument that the assumption that propositional-attitude 

properties are both causal-explanatory and irreducible leads to the result that behavior is 

causally overdetermined. The relevant premises were these: 

[A] Each bodily movement can in principle be given a causal explanation in physical 
terms. 

[B] Some bodily movements can be given causal explanations in terms of an agent's 
propositional attitudes. 
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Inosfar as bodily movements are physical movements of the body, [A] seems 

incontrovertible. Consequently, it would seem that the only way to avoid a commitment to 

the causal overdetermination of behavior is either to give up the irreducibility thesis or the 

thesis that propositional attitudes playa causal-explanatory role in the production of 

behavior. But either of these options is entailed by methodological physicalism, i.e., the 

view that there are no irreducible notions which playa causal-explanatory role in true 

explanations. Thus the upshot of the argument in chapter 1 was that methodological 

physicalism seemed like the only bulwark against the threat of causal overdetermination. 

Now at first glance, Garfinkel's notion of explanatory relativity seems to provide a means 

of resolving this dilemma without embracing methodological physicalism. The fact that a 

bodily movement can admit of distinct causal explanations is explained by the fact that each 

of these explanations embeds the same bodily movement in distinct contrast spaces. On 

this view of explanation it is more than a little misleading to say that one and the same 

bodily movement admits of distinct causal explanations, for the bodily movement itself is 

only a component of the explanandum. The upshot is thata folk-psychological explanation 

of a bodily movement and a physicalistic explanation of that bodily movement are 

ultimately explaining very different things. In order to demonstrate a genuine case of 

causal overdetermination on Garfinkel's model of explanation, one would have to show 

that the same event or state of affairs embedded in the same contrast space admits of distinct 

causal explanations. 

In my discussion of the deflationary theory of meaning in chapter 5 I took seriously the 

claim, which originates with Quine, that the meanings of a person's sentences and the 

contents of his thoughts admit of incompatible interpretations. I I As it turns out, the 

II My somewhat reluctant and backhanded defense of the indeterminacy thesis in chapter 5 stemmed from 
my admission that I did not see how to counter Quine's argument; in particular, I could not adduce any 
candidate facts which would be capable of resolving the indeterminacy. Since this may be a reflection of a 
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indetenninacy thesis has a bearing on the causal overdetennination questim1. For if 

incompatible content attributions are equally applicable to an agent's thoughts and words, 

then this seems to open up the possibility of competing causal explanations of one and the 

same action: If the propositional-attitude attributions licensed by one scheme of 

interpretation are capable of explaining an agent's actions, then the attributions licensed by 

an equally correct though incompatible scheme of interpretation ought to be equally capable 

of explaining those same actions. 12 But if that is right, and those explanations are causal 

explanations as I have argued, then the indetenninacy thesis seems to lead to the admission 

that actions are causally overdetennined: for at least some actions, there are incompatible 

sets of propositional-attitude properties, each of which is sufficient to causally explain the 

action. 

A few paragraphs back I showed how Garfinkel's notion of a contrast space resolved the 

potential tension between the folk-psychological explanation of a bodily movement and a 

'physicalistic' explanation of that bodily movement: since each of these explanations 

embedded the same bodily movement in distinct contrast spaces, the appearance that these 

explanations were 'competing' causal explanations was spurious. Unfortunately, the 

problem raised by the possibility of incompatible interpretation schemes cannot be solved in 

a similar manner. Ex hypothesi, compe;lng folk-psychological explanations of the same 

bodily movement seek to explain that bodily movement as an action of a given kind, and 

hence they embed that bodily movement in the same contrast space. 13 

lack of imagination on my part rather than a reflection of any inherent strength in Quine'S argument, my 
discussion in the text above does not rely on the assumption that the indeterminacy thesis is in fact correct. 
Rather, what 1 am attempting to do above is determine what effect the truth of the indeterminacy thesis 
would have on the issue of causal overdetermination in the explanation of actions. 
121n fact this result is practically guaranteed, since it is arguable that a condition of adequacy on any scheme 
of interpretation is that such a scheme be capable of yielding plausible explanations of actions, as well as 
successful predictions of behavior. 
13 Although it might happen that competing interpretation schemes disagree on what action they take a 
given bodily movement to exemplify, 1 don't think that this is going to happen in every case, or even in 
the majority of cases. That is to say, it is inevitable that competing interpretation schemes will treat a 
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Thus I must concede that my account of folk-psychological explanations of action, when 

coupled with the indeterminacy thesis, entails that actions are causally overdetermined. If 

the indeterminacy result can be avoided in a way that is consistent with my account of folk 

psychology, then my account is off the hook. But, to repeat a point made in footnote 11, 

any such solution to the indeterminacy argument at present eludes me. 

Quine takes the indeterminacy thesis to show that "[i]fwe are limning the true and 

ultimate structure of reality, the canonical scheme for us is the austere scheme that knows 

no quotation but direct quotation and no propositional attitudes but only the physical 

constitution and behavior of organisms." 14 This should come as no surprise given 

Quine's projectivist gloss of propositional-attitude attributions and the concomitant denial 

that propositional-attitude notions are causal-explanatory. I, on the other hand, along with 

the likes of Davidson and Dennett, take the more catholic view that the indeterminacy thesis 

demonstrates the nonuniqueness of meaning and intentionality. This is because, unlike 

Quine, I view propositional attitude notions as causal explanatory. Consequently, the 

tenability of the claim that actions are causally overdetermined must be decided in the light 

of an assessment of the strength of my account of folk-psychological explanations of 

action. 

given bodily movement as the same action, but go on to offer incompatible causal explanations of that 
action. 
14Quine 1960, p. 221. 
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