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Individuatin g C o n c e p t s 

Ronald L. Chrisley 
School  o f  Cognitiv e &  Computin g Science s 

Universit y  o f  Susse x 

Brighto n BN l  9QH.  Unite d Kingdo m 
roncQcogs.susx.ac.u k 

Concep t  possessio n vs .  concep t  individuatio n 

Which come s first,  a n accoun t  o f  concep t  individuation ,  o r 
an accoun t  o f  concep t  possession ? Th e Classica l  accoun t 
has i t  tha t  individuatio n come s first:  concept s ar e individu -
ate d b y wha t  the y ar e concept s of .  But ,  a s ha s bee n pointe d 
out  [Fbdor ,  1994] ,  th e Classica l  ̂ proac h i s a n infamou s an d 
spectacula r  failure :  eithe r  th e relatio n betwee n concept s an d 
what  the y ar e o f  i s stipulated ,  makin g i t  a  myster y ho w w e 

coul d posses s suc h things ,  o r  i t  i s  substantive ,  ye t  n o accoun t 
of  thi s relatio n ha s bee n given . 

Thus ,  cognitiv e scienc e ha s rejecte d Classicism .  Bu t  de -
spit e it s problems ,  Fbdo r  claim s i t  i s stil l  preferabl e t o anti -
Classicis m (als o calle d Pragmatism) ,  whic h denie s tha t  con -
cept  individuatio n come s first.  I  presen t  an d rejec t  Fbdor' s  ar -
gument s agains t  tw o anti-Classica l  position s -  Behavioristi c 
and Definitiona l  Pragmatis m -  a s wel l  a s hi s argumen t  (fro m 
compositionality )  agains t  Pragmatis m i n general . 

Behaviouristic Pragmatism 

Behaviouristi c Pragmatis m hold s tha t  th e criteri a fo r  con -
cept  possessio n ar e "expresse d i n th e vocabular y o f  be -
havio r  and/o r  i n th e vocabular y o f  disposition s t o behave " 
[Fbdor ,  1994 ,  p  101] ,  typicall y sortin g behaviour . 

Fodor' s mai n argumen t  agains t  thi s approac h is :  give n 
tha t  th e tw o kind s o f  (broadly-individuated )  sortin g behaviou r 
"loo k th e same "  (e.g. ,  triangl e sortin g an d trilatera l  sorting) ,  a 
Behaviouris t  ca n us e the m differentiall y  i n givin g a n accoun t 
of  concep t  possessio n (e.g. ,  th e concep t  T R I A N G L E vs .  th e 
concep t  TR ILATERAL )  onl y i f  som e accoun t  i s give n o f  th e 
difference s betwee n th e sortin g behaviour s themselves .  Oth -
erwise ,  th e Behaviouristi c reductio n ha s no t  bee n completed . 
Yet  suc h a n accoun t  ca n onl y b e give n i n term s o f  disposi -
tion s t o infer ,  whic h violate s Behaviourism' s restrictio n t o 
non-mentalisti c  explanations .  I  argu e tha t  a  Behaviouristi c 
Pragmatis t  nee d no t  b e a  reductionist ;  an d furthermore ,  on e 
need no t  reduc e th e differenc e betwee n sortin g behaviour s t o 
difTerence s i n inferentia l  dispositions ;  on e migh t  reduc e the m 
to ,  e.g. ,  difference s i n linguisti c behaviour . 

Definitional Pragmatism 

Definitiona l  Pragmatis m hold s tha t  "Havin g th e concep t  X 
Just  i s bein g abl e t o sor t  X s an d bein g dispose d t o dra w th e 
inference s thaldefin e X-ness "  [Fodor ,  1994 ,  p  104] .  Fbdor' s 

objection ,  tha t  mos t  concept s don' t  hav e definitions ,  i s base d 
on th e undefinabilit y  o f  linguisti c  concepts ,  an d thu s assume s 
a tigh t  connectio n betwee n languag e an d thought .  Instead ,  I 
sugges t  tha t  w e mak e a  distinctio n betwee n conununicativ e 
conten t  an d cognitiv e content .  Concisely :  w e don' t  spea k 
our  minds .  Th e essentia l  publicit y o f  linguisti c conten t  i s th e 
sourc e o f  it s  undefinability .  Menta l  concepts ,  bein g governe d 
by norm s othe r  tha n inter-subjectiv e use ,  ca n b e individuate d 
definitionally .  O r  a t  leas t  Fodo r  ha s no t  show n tha t  the y can't . 

I f  menta l  concept s ar e distinc t  fro m linguisti c  ones ,  a s I 
claim ,  th e standar d mean s o f  specifyin g a  concep t  (provid e a 
natura l  languag e expressio n tha t  mean s tha t  concept )  canno t 
work ;  som e alternativ e mean s i s necessary .  I  hav e propose d 
some alternative s elsewher e [Chrisley ,  1995] . 

Mere compositionality 

A virtu e o f  Definitiona l  Pragmatis m i s tha t  th e concept s i t 
individuate s ar e compositional :  " a constituen t  concep t  con -
tribute s th e sam e conten t  t o al l  comple x representation s i t  oc -
cur s in "  [Fodor ,  1994 ,  p  107] .  Thi s i s a  virtu e becaus e com -
positionalit y  (and ,  i f  Fodo r  i s right,  i t  alone )  ca n explai n th e 
productivit y an d systematicit y o f  thought .  But ,  Fodo r  notes , 
ther e ar e inference s whic h w e mak e about ,  say ,  gree n apple s 
tha t  d o no t  follo w jus t  fro m thei r  bein g gree n an d fro m thei r 
bein g apples .  Thu s Definitiona l  Pragmatism ,  bein g merel y 
compositional ,  canno t  explai n th e possessio n o f  th e concep t 
G R E EN APPLE . 

My repl y i s tha t  a  Definitiona l  Pragmatis t  nee d no t  hol d 
tha t  al l  o f  one' s disposition s t o infe r  thing s concernin g gree n 
apple s ar e definitional ;  no t  al l  nee d b e explaine d b y th e pos -
sessio n o f  th e concep t  G R E EN APPLE .  N o doub t  Fodo r  be -
lieve s otherwis e becaus e h e fail s t o acknowledg e a n ana -
lytic/syntheti c distinction .  Bu t  t o as k th e Definitiona l  Prag -
matis t  t o rejec t  tha t  distinctio n woul d b e t o be g th e question . 

References 

Chrisley ,  R .  (1995) .  Takin g embodimen t  seriously :  Non -
conceptua l  conten t  an d robotics .  I n K .  Ford ,  C .  Glymour , 
& P.  Haye s (Eds.) ,  Androi d Epistemolog y (pp .  141-166) . 
Cambridge :  M I T Press . 

Fodor,  J. (1994). Concepts: A potboiler. Cognition, 50, 95-
113 . 

743 

http://ac.uk

	cogsci_1996_743



