Are There A Posteriori Conceptual Necessities?

abstract

Stephen Yablo claims that “cassinis are ovals” is an a posteriori conceptual necessity. I critically assess this claim. Even according to an extremely generous account of full concept mastery, one does not know “cassinis are ovals” simply by mastering the relevant concepts but by substantial empirical scrutiny. Yablo’s result rests on representing narrow content by “would have turned out”-conditionals. Several readings of such conditionals are scrutinized. An epistemic reading does not bear Yablo’s claim but allows a competing explanation of Yablo’s evidence. Two metaphysically laden readings are considered. In one reading, Yablo’s conditionals test under what circumstances concepts remain the same while their extensions diverge. As an alternative, I develop a more literal and thus more plausible metaphysical interpretation: “Could have turned out” draws on scenarios which are qualitatively identical to some original situation. None of these interpretations sustains Yablo’s core thesis. I finish with a proposal how to replace the a priori - a posteriori distinction by a neighboring one that better accommodates Yablo’s needs.

1 “Cassinis Are Ovals” as an a Posteriori Conceptual Necessity

In the last decades, the once venerable connection of necessity, analyticity, and aprioricity has lost much of its appeal. Kripke has severed the alleged link between necessity and aprioricity: Firstly there are a posteriori necessities such as “water is H2O”; secondly there are contingent a priori truths such as “water is the liquid filling rivers and lakes” provided “the liquid filling rivers and lakes” serves as a reference fixer for “water” (Kripke 1980). More recently, Stephen Yablo has attacked one of the last strongholds of the traditional conception: Conceptual necessities are knowable a priori. To Yablo, “cassinis are ovals” is an example of an a posteriori conceptual necessity. 

Yablo characterizes “oval” as follows:

“A thing in w is oval if it is of a shape that would strike me as egg-shaped were I (with my sensibilities undisturbed) given a chance to look at it.”(Yablo 2002, 465)

In contrast to “egg-shaped”, “oval” is bound to what strikes us with our sensibilities undisturbed as shaped like an egg. Oval is a response-enabled or grokking concept.
 Such a concept cannot be learnt and applied but by exerting perceptual capacities of recognizing ovals. Since we inevitably recur to a posteriori capacities in reasoning about ovals, any evaluation of the conceptual standing of “oval” is a posteriori.

Yablo mathematically defines cassinis by the formula: 

“(x² + y²)² - (x² - y²) = 5”(Yablo 2002, 468)

Cassinis are a subspecies of cassini ovals. The latters’ Cartesian equation is: ((x-a)2+y2) ((a+x)2+y2) = b4. 

Yablo claims that given how “oval” is defined, cassinis are by conceptual necessity oval:

“…`cassinis are oval´ …is analytic. Given what the sentence means, it has got to be true.”(Yablo 2002, 69)

Due to its dependence on recognitional perceptual capacities, “cassinis are ovals” can only be justified empirically. It is an a posteriori necessity. But why is it analytic? 

“Would Figure I [which represents a cassini] have turned out still to be oval, had it turned out to be shaped as shown? You bet it would. Whether an as-if actual figure is oval is completely determined by its shape. Things could have turned out so that Figure I did not look egg-shaped: we could have wound up with greater powers of visual discrimination, and as a result been `bothered´ by departures from an egg’s precise shape that, as we are, we find it easy to ignore. But Figure I would not in that case have turned out not to be oval.”(Yablo 2002, 465-466)

Yablo maintains that its shape determines whether a figure is oval. There is an additional component: how a certain shape appears to us. However, no change in this component could lead to the figure turning out not to be oval. Given a figure is oval, it could not have turned out to be otherwise.

Yablo considers several possibilities of distinguishing conceptual from metaphysical a posteriori necessities such as “Hesperus = Phosphorus”. To him the best way to understand conceptual necessity is to embed it in our everyday competence of evaluating “would have turned out”- conditionals. For instance, “Hesperus is Phosphorus” is conceptually contingent as the following conditional is true: 

If Hesperus-appearances had turned out to be due to Mars, Hesperus would have turned out not to be Phosphorus (cf. Yablo 2002, 454).
 

In contrast, one cannot devise a situation or world w such that

if w had turned out to obtain, cassinis would have turned out not to be ovals.

Hence “cassinis are oval” is conceptually necessary. Yablo’s main argument is that such conditionals –in contrast to indicative conditionals and normal counterfactuals- trace our intuitions regarding conceptual modalities. He tries to substantiate this hypothesis by providing a few examples like the ones just considered.

Why does Yablo think that “cassinis are ovals” is different from “water is H2O” and other non-conceptual necessities? Yablo observes how both sentences behave when it is asked how things could have turned out to be. Yablo develops a thorough criticism of Kripke’s proposal how to explain modal errors such as “heat could have been LME (low mean molecular energy) as it could have turned out to be LME”(cf. Yablo 2006, 339). Kripke’s picture roughly is the following: The reference of “heat” is fixed by our feeling heat. “Heat is HME (high mean molecular energy)” is a non-conceptual necessary a posteriori truth like “water is H2O”. Kripke explains the wrong modal intuition: In a qualitatively identical epistemic situation, something induced by LME might feel as heat actually feels without being heat (cf. Kripke 1980, 103-104). One may feel “fool’s heat”. However, Yablo contends that in order to properly explain our modal intuition, it is not sufficient to consider the following possibilities: A being whose cognitive endowment is different might feel as we feel when we feel heat; or perceptible properties may change such that we with our cognitive equipment feel “fool’s heat”. Fool’s heat is subjectively indistinguishable from heat but caused by LME.
 In order to give an explanation in Kripke’s style, the following must be possible: We feel something qualitatively indistinguishable from heat which is caused by LME given our actual cognitive endowment and conditions of its use. 

“There would seem to be three factors in how an external phenomenon is disposed to feel: its condition, our condition, and the conditions of observation. If all these factors are held fixed, as the notion of fool’s heat would seem to require, then it is hard to see how the sensory outcome can change.”(Yablo 2006, 339) 

Paraphrasing conditions of observation, Yablo requires that “the relevant perceptible properties” remain the same (Yablo 2006, 336). Yablo insists that under these conditions only HME can cause a feeling of heat. But this only follows given an extremely generous notion of a perceptible property; according to this notion, perceptible properties of heat ensure that heat is caused by HME. There are at least three difficulties: Firstly, we surely would not say we perceive that something is HME. The connection to sensory seemings is too indirect. If we found out that heat is not HME, our mistake would probably not have been due to misperception of the properties of heat, but to some complicated theoretical or measuring error. Secondly, given this extremely demanding view of perceptible properties, why are perceptible properties of water insufficient to ensure that it must be H2O? Thirdly, in a footnote Yablo further elucidates “perceptible property”:

“A property is perceptible iff when an object perceptually appears to have it and does not, we have misperceived. Not all properties figuring in the content of a perceptual state are perceptible in this sense. Our experience may represent the table as wooden, but it is not as if our eyes are playing tricks on us if it is well-disguised ice.”(Yablo 2006, 336 ann. 9)

Perceptible properties do not seem sufficient to ensure that a table that appears wooden is wooden, provided it is cleverly disguised; this seems plausible, though it requires a much less ambitious notion of a perceptible property. Faced with these problems, I can think of no better candidate for Yablo’s external conditions than the propitious normal nearby environment to which our epistemic functioning is adapted. This is how I will interpret Yablo’s conditions. Surely this environment allows for Hesperus not being Phosphorus. Although the property of being HME is unlikely to be perceptible, it is near to proximate sensory stimuli; so there is a certain prima facie plausibility in counting it as part of the conditions of perception. 

This requirement that cognitive endowments and propitious nearby environment must be kept fixed characterizes a suitable “would have turned out”-conditional by which conceptual necessity is defined. Thus “heat is not LME” is an a posteriori conceptual necessity, too. In contrast, “water is H2O” and “Hesperus = Phosphorus” are not. For our cognitive endowment and observational conditions are reconcilable with the watery substance filling rivers and lakes being XYZ and the celestial body visible in the evening not being Phosphorus.

According to Yablo, “cassinis are ovals” is both analytic and a posteriori. I want to argue that this claim is not sufficiently well-founded. For Yablo does not successfully rule out several relevant alternatives. Two candidates are contained in a brief remark by David Chalmers:

“I think that the actual term `oval´ may embody a geometric understanding, so that `ovals are cassinis´[sic!](or something like it) is a priori. But there might be other terms that could work in Yablo’s response-enabled way, though, so I will go along with his treatment of `oval´ as one of them. Under this assumption, we should say that `ovals are cassinis´ is not 1-necessary. If w is a world where Hs cause oval experiences, then (under this model of `oval´) it is a priori that if w is actual, so that Hs cause oval experiences, then ovals are Hs. (What matters for evaluating a primary intension is the a priori connection, not the `turns out´ claim above.)”(Chalmers, forthcoming)

Without going into the details of Chalmers’ own account, I think he could be interpreted as arguing that since the primary intension of “cassinis are ovals” is not necessary, there is no interesting sense in which “cassinis are ovals” is conceptually necessary. Instead, it is metaphysically necessary, given our world is a world in which cassinis cause oval-experiences. Chalmers seems to reject binding “oval” to our cognitive endowment and suitable external conditions. In Yablo’s terminology: If our world had turned out to be a world in which cassinis do not cause oval-experiences, cassinis would have turned out not to be ovals. Chalmers further insinuates that “cassinis are ovals” might be a priori knowable. Later I will use this idea as a starting point for discussing the a priori - a posteriori distinction as presupposed by Yablo.

2  “Cassinis Are Ovals” Is an a Posteriori Necessity, but not a Conceptual One

In this section, Yablo’s contention that “cassinis are ovals” can only be empirically justified is granted. However, without endorsing Chalmers’ framework, I deny that the necessity involved is conceptual. 

2.1 An Alternative Account of Concept Mastery

One may question that there is any sort of conceptual necessity. But once it is granted that there is, it seems plausible that it has to do with requirements of mastering concepts. It is difficult to account for these requirements. Drawing on the many problems of delimiting individually necessary conditions of possessing a concept, Timothy Williamson has argued that there are no such conditions. For any single condition of possessing a concept, someone may fail to meet it and nevertheless count as mastering the concept (Williamson 2007, 97). If conceptual necessity were to rest on necessary conditions of possessing concepts, there might be no conceptual necessities at all. However, one may avoid Williamson’s problem by distinguishing between the sort of mastery Williamson has in mind, namely what is required to count as a competent user of the word expressing a concept, and a more ambitious sort of understanding which may be termed complete or determinate. Drawing on this distinction, I will measure Yablo’s claim against a very demanding notion of full mastery of a concept. This strategy has the following advantage: The more comprehensive concept mastery is granted to be, the more plausible is the following assumption: If concept mastery does not involve settling whether cassinis are ovals, “cassinis are ovals” is not conceptually necessary.
 

According to externalist lore, notwithstanding my botanical ignorance I may be said to have a certain understanding of the concept of an elm. It may be sufficient that I share a certain threshold of beliefs about elms with most people. But this understanding is incomplete. Thus it can be distinguished from a more comprehensive or even a complete or determinate understanding as possessed by an expert on elms. Upon my indeterminate understanding, I may deem statements about elms conceivable, i.e. reconcilable with the concept of an elm which an expert regards as irreconcilable with her more determinate understanding. 

As an example of how to conceive relevant aspects of such a determinate understanding may serve George Bealer’s proposal:

“Suppose that x has mere categorial mastery of a certain pair of concepts –say the concept of being a beech and the concept of being an elm. None the less, x might not be able to determine whether trees are beeches or elms, no matter how long and carefully he studies them. In this case, x certainly would not understand these concepts determinately ... His `web of belief´ would be too sparse. What x needs is, roughly, enough information to `begin doing the science´ of beeches and elms.”(Bealer 2002, 106)

Determinate understanding of the concepts of being a beech and being an elm requires one to have a certain threshold of empirical knowledge about beeches ad elms. I am not sure how comprehensive the requirements of doing the science of beeches and elms are. But I propose that one is not required to settle that beeches are not elms. Instead, one only has to be equipped with means of doing so by empirical scrutiny. Bealer further elaborates this conception by claiming that for any true identity statement p which one understands in a determinate way, one must be able to come to rationally believe that p (Bealer 2002, 106).
 But this does not mean that p is analytic. Determinately understanding “cassini” and “oval” may amount to an ability to settle that cassinis are oval, but only by further empirical scrutiny under appropriate circumstances. Since such understanding does not require one to actually settle whether cassinis are oval, knowing “cassinis are ovals” is not part of determinately mastering the concepts involved. If conceptual necessity is tied to such determinate mastery, “cassinis are ovals” is no conceptual necessity. To be sure, one could try to exploit Bealer’s threshold of empirical knowledge to arrive at a posteriori conceptual necessities. But this knowledge may be as flexible as our ways of acquiring empirical knowledge. At least it might prove difficult to yield clear-cut identity statements as they interest Bealer and Yablo.

 Yablo himself delivers reasons for this view when he argues against “cassinis are ovals” being a priori:

“I have granted that understanding suffices for being in a position to work out whether S [cassinis are ovals] if w. If the working out involves experience, though, then the knowledge will not be a priori.”(Yablo 2002, 456)

Yablo distinguishes understanding the concepts involved in “cassinis are oval” and working out what one is in a position to work out given such understanding. Drawing on the above distinctions, one may confine conceptual necessity to the former and so agree with Yablo; still one may add that knowledge of “cassinis are oval” “will not be a priori and non-conceptual.”

      So far my criticism merely rests on expressing a counterintuition. Still there is Yablo’s ingenious proposal of tying conceptual modality to our grasp of “would have turned out”-conditionals. Yablo’s sparse examples are not sufficient to establish his main hypothesis that such conditionals trace conceptual modality. A more thorough look at the function of such conditionals would be necessary to come to a considerate verdict. There is a general concern. By Yablo’s lights, “would have turned out”-conditionals render narrow content. But his analysis of such conditionals is closely tied to explaining illusions of metaphysical possibility. In short, the very same conditionals seem to render narrow content and at least to be candidates of explaining illusions of possibility such as “it could be that water is not H2O”. On the one hand, Yablo’s standards for such an explanation are very high. In order to meet them, “could have turned out” must come close to metaphysical modality.
 On the other hand, narrow content corresponds to conceptual and not metaphysical modality. The former presumably is less restrictive than the latter. It is conceptually but not metaphysically possible that water is not H2O. Hence my suspicion that “would have turned out”-conditionals cannot serve both tasks. In order for them to represent narrow content, there must be more ways things could have turned out to be than is told in Yablo’s philosophy. But the more ways there are, the greater and less likely to occur is the illusion of mistaking them for ways things could be. I will consider “could have turned out” without the burden of accounting for modal illusion. I am going to discuss two main ways of understanding this function which are indicated by Kripke (1980, 103-104): an epistemic and a metaphysically laden one.

2.2 “Could Have Turned Out” as Epistemic Modality

In this section, I want to show that in the most natural reading of “could have turned out” as an epistemic “could”, Yablo’s core thesis does not follow. Furthermore, concerning Kripke-style a posteriori necessities and the “could have turned out”-statements to which they give rise, the epistemic reading provides a more natural competitor to Yablo’s own view. 

2.2.1 It Is Epistemically Possible that Cassinis Are not Ovals

The epistemic reading elaborates the following idea: Conceptual modality is tied to the knowledge required to deal with the concepts involved. It seems to be an epistemic issue how they turn out to be. Hence it is tempting to interpret “could have turned out” as an epistemic could.
 In the most elementary analysis of such an epistemic could, it could have turned out that p iff one did not know that not p. What one happened to know in a certain situation determines how things could have turned out to be. For instance, when Fermat’s Last Theorem was not yet proved, it could have turned out to be false. Being proved now, it cannot. 

At first glance, such an epistemic “could” does not square with Yablo’s interpretation of “could have turned out” because the former is not confined to our conceptual knowledge.
 Perhaps there is a default use of the epistemic “could have turned out” which does not relate to a particular state of empirical knowledge. Rather it conveys our understanding of the concepts we use. Yet Yablo’s arguments do not substantiate a purely epistemic contrast between statements like “water could have turned out not to be H2O” on the one hand and “cassinis could have turned out not to be oval” or “heat could have turned out to be LME” on the other hand. To illustrate the problem, I recur to the differentiated notion of epistemic possibility proposed by Keith deRose:


“S’s assertion, `It is possible that Pind´ is true if and only if (i): No member of the relevant community knows that P is false, and (ii) There is no relevant way by which members of the relevant community can come to know that P is false, where both the issue of who is and who is not a member of the relevant community and what is and what is not a relevant way of coming to know are very flexible matters that vary according to the context of the utterance of the epistemic modal statement…”(deRose 1999, 398)


Default epistemic modality can be inserted into deRose’s flexible definition. Cassinis could have turned out not to be ovals iff, by default (unless specified otherwise by context), it is epistemically possible that there be some cassini which is not oval. Understanding the concepts cassini and oval equips one with a way of coming to know that cassinis are ovals. Hence one can rule out the epistemic possibility that they are not. Note that deRose’s definition fares better than the following, simpler one: It is epistemically possible that p iff one does not know that not p. According to this definition, if one does not know that cassinis are ovals by conceptual mastery alone, it is (by default) epistemically possible that they are not oval.

Yet deRose’s definition also fails to keep the right things stable. Imagine a community which possesses the concept heat. Its concept matches ours. Judging from Yablo’s criterion, in this community “heat is HME” is conceptually necessary.
 But no one in this community has a way to figure out that heat is HME. As Yablo must grant, members of this community master the grokking concept heat just as we do. Yet to them, heat could (in the epistemic sense) have turned out not to be HME. The deeper problem here is this: External environment and what one can come to know by dint of conceptual mastery are not related as required by Yablo. Fixing environment may preserve things we never are in a position to know. In turn, ways of acquiring knowledge are flexible; one may write them into concept mastery without respecting the boundaries of propitious nearby environment.

2.2.2 An Epistemic Reading of Kripke’s “Could Have Turned Out”-Examples

   The epistemic reading is not merely important as a failing alternative how to sympathetically understand Yablo. It provides an alternative explanation of Kripke’s intuitions as to how things could have turned out. As long as this alternative explanation is not ruled out, Yablo’s approach is not established. According to Christopher Hill, illusions of possibility can arise when the following holds: There is no a priori connection among the concepts involved which could constrain our conceiving.
 For instance, it may seem that states of pain can exist independently of the brain states they are correlated with; there is no a priori tie between the concepts of pain states and brain states (Hill 1997, 75-76). Yablo severely criticizes Hill’s approach to modal illusion. There are no a priori ties excluding that a cup of molten lead could have turned out to contain H2O (Yablo 2006, 329). But we deny that it could.
 Now as I indicated, “could have turned out” and explanations of modal illusion might come apart. I do not want to defend Hill’s explanation of modal illusion. Instead, I want to raise the possibility of an epistemic default reading of certain “would have turned out”-conditionals; the latter does not have to account for modal illusions. Given this reading, there is a sense in which a cup of molten lead could indeed have turned out to contain H2O. Hill’s approach cannot be directly applied, though, as Yablo has it that, oval being a response-enabled concept, there is nothing we can a priori conceive about it. But the approach may be modified such as to capture not what is a priori conceivable, but what is conceivable given possession of a certain concept. The resulting default understanding of “could have turned out” is this: 

By default, it could have turned out that p iff what we know a priori and by virtue of understanding p does not rule out that p. 

This account delivers the right results for Yablo’s uncontested examples. Judging from our mastery of “Hesperus”, Hesperus could have turned out not to be Phosphorus, but it could not have turned out not to be Hesperus. Sisters could not have turned out not to be sisters. Could they have turned out not to be siblings? That depends on whether they are known to be siblings a priori or by virtue of understanding “sister” and “sibling”. Arguably it is part of our understanding “tail” that tails are not wings. Hence tails could not have turned out to be wings. Mastering “=”, one knows that it does not mean non-identity. Hence “=” could not have turned out to mean non-identity. Yet what regards cassinis, they could have turned out not to be oval, provided we have to work out whether “cassinis are oval” and do not already know it by virtue of our understanding the concepts in play.

Even if this account were the right one, wouldn’t the victory be Pyrrhic? For the sake of argument, let us grant “could have turned out” to reveal conceptual necessity. Assume we share Yablo’s basic presupposition that whatever we know about ovals, we know a posteriori. Thus, if there is anything we know simply by mastering the concepts involved, it eo ipso is an a posteriori conceptual modality. Yet according to Yablo, response-enabled concepts are known not by some descriptive criterion but simply by possessing perceptual capacities. No descriptive criterion is necessary (Yablo 2002, 474). Conceptual knowledge is reduced to the mere capacity of recognizing ovals. There is no proposition of the form “ovals are F” one knows by merely possessing this capacity. Below I will argue that probably there are certain a priori ties between response-enabled and other concepts, for instance between the concepts oval and geometrical shape, which direct our recognitional capacities. But the resulting connections presumably are a priori.

To conclude, interpreting “could have turned out” as an epistemic “could” might allow to forge a link to narrow content. But it does not bear Yablo’s claim that cassinis are by conceptual necessity oval. 

2.3 A Metaphysical Reading of “Could Have Turned Out”?

In order to properly evaluate the prospects of Yablo’s hypothesis, I want to consider an alternative reading of “could have turned out” which will prove more faithful to Yablo’s intentions. Kripke distinguishes more ambitious readings of “could turn out” from the above epistemic one (Kripke 1980, 103-104). They have in common that they imply certain metaphysical modalities, the strongest one the transition from “could have turned out to be” to “could be”. Yablo may follow Kripke, though he cannot accept the latter transition. Otherwise he could not obey the lay of the land; metaphysical is more restrained than conceptual possibility.

      In order to prepare the ground, I outline certain peculiarities of response-enabled concepts like oval. Firstly, is there a common nature, secondly, is there a common appearance that binds together cases of being oval? There is no straightforward answer whether there is some eligible natural property of being oval as in the case of being circular. There are several mathematical concepts, among them cassini oval, which together roughly cover the extension of being oval, but it is questionable whether conjoining them yields something of interest to mathematics. The relationship to cassini ovals is intriguing. There are forms which are very remote from what the mathematically unerudite native speaker would call an oval; mathematicians unhesitatingly classify them as cassini ovals, though.
 For instance, inserting a = 1 and b = 0,8 in the Cartesian equation (((x-a)2+y2) ((a+x)2+y2) = b4), one gets two circles which together form one cassini oval; in this no one untutored in mathematics would concur. So “oval” seems to be a somewhat hybrid word. It oscillates between everyday use and an extended use which is to carve mathematics at the joints. We will see how this observation fits the role of grokking concepts.

If “oval” is to track a common nature of ovals, a speaker may simply point to a certain form and let nature select the most eligible property underlying it. If there is no common nature, the question becomes pressing how we pick out applications of “oval”. Since we normally do not use mathematics to do so, there must be something that subjectively strikes us about things being oval: a common phenomenology comparable to feeling hot or painful. Probably the different applications of “oval” are bound together by salient similarities connecting certain paradigm cases, perhaps in a mere family resemblance manner. 

In maintaining that water could have turned out not to be H2O, we hold onto some role the concept water has for us, “the watery role”, and vary the underlying nature. Something other than H2O could have fulfilled the watery role. Now when evaluating whether cassinis could have turned out not to be ovals, what prevents us from separating the “ovality role” as guiding our application of “oval”, for instance a common phenomenology, and the underlying mathematical structure of oval things that makes cassinis ovals? Yablo imposes a constraint on such a separation: The ovality role must be taken with regard to our sensibilities undisturbed. This constraint can only be met by a concept which applies to cassinis.

As we have seen, the epistemic interpretation of Yablo’s preferred conditionals does not deliver his results. Perhaps two metaphysically laden interpretations will. 

2.3.1  A Conditional Test of Concept Identity and Conceptual Necessity

The first interpretation covers what Yablo must have in mind: “Would have turned out”-conditionals serve as a test for identity of concepts over changes in broad content. After due development, I will present applications of the test; they support that cassinis could have turned out not to be ovals. Finally, I will argue that many competing versions of the test are available which contradict Yablo’s results. Linguistically, just like ordinary counterfactuals, “would have turned out”-conditionals are subjunctive: They instantiate the scheme “If A were the case, B would be”. Ordinary counterfactuals are usually taken to trace metaphysical modality. When we look what would be oval if a certain situation or world w obtained, we let the actual world fix the extension of “oval”.
 In contrast, “would have turned out”-conditionals apparently render something different. In the case of ovality, they represent, so the proposal goes, what can and what cannot obtain together with preserving a concept of being oval. What are we doing when we evaluate a conditional of the following form: There is a situation w such that if w had turned out to obtain, cassinis would have turned out not to be oval? In Yablo’s view, we solve the following puzzle:

“It thus becomes important to know in what ways the meaning of S [cassinis are ovals] in the mouths of w-speakers can differ from the meaning of S in our mouths for the truth of S as uttered in w to be relevant to the conceptual possibility of S here.”(Yablo 2002, 445)

By using the concepts oval and cassini in the consequent of such a conditional, we essentially do two things: Firstly, we examine whether the consequent is true of situation w;
 yet, in contrast to a normal counterfactual, we use concepts as they would be determined if w were the situation in which we coined our concepts.
 But secondly, in order for us to use our words to express them, we have to accept the following: Despite being determined by situation w instead of the actual situation, there is a sense in which these concepts are the same as ours; in that sense, narrow content accounts for sameness of a concept. This is why Yablo insists that the way the consequent narrowly represents things as being must be shielded against the antecedent:

“It would have turned out that C, had it turned out that A … resembles the subjunctive in that the consequent C is protected against a certain kind of semantic influence on the part of A. The way C (narrowly) represents things as being is left untouched by `had it turned out that A´.”(Yablo 2002, 453)

In contrast to an ordinary counterfactual, the broad content of the consequent is not preserved.  Both conditions must be fulfilled in order for the “would have turned out”- conditional to be non-vacuously true. Hence the conditional also serves as a test: Do we accept the narrow content of our concepts to be preserved while varying them? 

It seems as if in order to evaluate “would have turned out”-conditionals, we must apply the concepts involved such as to hold onto “the way they narrowly represent things”. In order to do so, we must already know narrow content instead of knowing it by dint of the conditionals. Still Yablo may insist that our grasp of narrow content usually manifests itself in conditionals. Below I will scrutinize whether this notion of narrow content conforms to what we expect narrow content to do for us. But so far nothing excludes that the test conveys narrow content.

When we maintain that water could have turned out not to be H2O, we detach from an important aspect of our concept of water; but we keep, say, the watery role. According to Yablo, the concept oval is different. There is no invariant aspect which is reconcilable with changing to an environment in which cassinis turn out not to be oval. We cannot take our concept of being oval and detach its narrow content from our sensibility and its actual surroundings. 

“The concept uses our responses as a tool – a tool, that, like most tools, stops working if it’s banged too far out of shape.”(Yablo 2002, 466)

When we try to find a situation w which makes the relevant “would have turned out” - conditional non-vacuously true while obeying to the above constraints, we realize that there is none.

2.3.2 Counterintuitions in Applying the Test and the Role of Grokking Concepts

I will now apply Yablo’s test such as to present counterexamples which provide room for banging the tool. Then I will draw a general lesson for the analysis of grokking concepts. Assuming that cassini ovals are ovals, consider:

If our cognitive endowment, especially our sense of salience, and/or the circumstances of its use had turned out to be suitably different from the way they are, some cassini ovals would have turned out not to be ovals. 

In order for the conditional to be true, the concept oval must permit our cognitive endowment and/or the circumstances to vary, at least to a certain extent.
 In contrast to Yablo, I am hesitant to reject this conditional. As I already pointed out, there are cassinis which an untutored native speaker would not call oval, for instance the cassini determined by inserting a = 1 and b = 0,8 in the Cartesian equation. Now consider some community which resists mathematicians´ suggestion that “oval” should cover a graph so far away from the paradigm of looking like an egg. To such people, cassini ovals would have turned out not to be oval. We may say that their concept of being oval is different from ours. But we would still count their concept as a concept of being oval. This shows that, just like the concept water, the concept oval is flexible; it allows for an aspect to be held fixed over variations of our actual sense of salience. 

Yablo is well aware that the untutored normal speaker is not disposed to call all cassini ovals ovals. He creates a subclass of mathematical cassini ovals, cassinis, which are oval beyond doubt (Yablo 2002, 468). It is uncontentious that cassinis are ovals. Hence we have a candidate for an empirical conceptual truth from the core of ovals. Now imagine a community which for whatever reasons systematically denies that all cassinis are ovals; otherwise its concept oval perfectly overlaps with ours. Say it is of the utmost importance for the survival of members of this community to distinguish poisonous fruits which are cassini-formed from other oval-shaped things. I feel unable to exclude that their concept of being oval, although it surely diverges from ours, is sufficiently close to ours to bear the conditional:

If our cognitive endowment (including patterns of salience) and/or observational conditions had turned out to be suitably different from the way they are, some cassini would have turned out not to be oval.
 

Perhaps such punctual deviations appear too arbitrary to be reconcilable with preserving our sensibility. But as long as there is no eligible mathematical structure to be missed, I do not see so grievous a departure from our way of apprehending things. A more striking example is provided by Yablo’s discussion of “yellow”: 

“…things could have turned out so that whipped cream looked yellow, say because a jaundice-like staining was characteristic of healthy eyes rather than diseased ones. This would not bother the people we turned out to be (they think our eyes are problematic), but it does bother us as we are.”(Yablo 2002, 464)

Of course, since things have not turned out that way, whipped cream necessarily is not yellow as the concept yellow stands. But it does not follow that the narrow content of this concept precludes whipped cream from being yellow. It is by no means sure that we have to reject the following conditional:

If things had turned out such that whipped cream under normal circumstances looked yellow to us, whipped cream would have turned out to be yellow. 

Rather I surmise that we have something crucial in common with “the people we turned out to be”: They share a concept of yellowness with us. But it is doubtful that Yablo could say that. It would be odd if there were narrow content, but what they share with us would be something different. Of course, one could say that they merely have a similar concept. But sharing a concept of yellowness is more than just possessing similar concepts.
 

Yablo has a straightforward reply to this very line of reasoning: He parallels his analysis of narrow content to his criticism of Kripke’s view of modal illusion. One’s modal illusions such as “heat could be LME” cannot be explained by letting one’s own sensibilities vary: 

“…it is one thing to explain apparent de re possibilities for ourselves, another to explain apparent de re possibilities for heat. When we ask, `did heat have to be HME or could it have been LME?´, and answer that it could have turned out either way, we are caught between two seeming possibilities for heat. The proof of this is that the seeming possibility of heat being LME does not depend in the least on there being Steve-like beings around to whom LME feels hot. The intuition that heat could have been LME although there was no one around to realize it cannot be explained by pointing to a possible me facsimile reacting differently to LME, simply because it is stipulated in the intuition that no observers are present.”(Yablo 2006, 341)

Yablo denies that conditionals varying our sensibilities explain the illusion that heat could be LME. In a similar vein, one may suspect that conditionals which vary our sensibilities are on the wrong track regarding conceptual modality. But then Yablo must enrich his intuitive appeal to how things could have turned out to be. He must add further constraints on what counts as a situation w. What guides him in imposing these contraints? If he is not guided by “would have turned out”-conditionals but an independent access to narrow content, his main idea that such conditionals provide access to narrow content loses its support. Furthermore, if our natural understanding of such conditionals works as described, it should by itself be apt to rule out my above examples. The narrow content of the concepts oval and cassini should not be reconcilable with varying our sensibilities. But as I tried to make plausible, these concepts are flexible enough to bear such variation. Perhaps one may again recur to a default understanding which excludes varying one’s sensibilities. The only way of doing so I can imagine will be explored in due course (2.3.4). 

What about Yablo’s example of a situation without observer? This example poses a difficulty for Yablo himself. It would be nice if in order to evaluate such a situation, we could stick to our own words with their broad content. But since broad content is not preserved in “would have turned out”-conditionals, this seems arbitrary. I guess that we per impossibile consider how words would be used in that situation, if they were used. In order to do so, we might ask: How would our concepts have turned out to be used by an observer in the closest counterpart situation to the scenario without an observer? Then we may follow this observer in describing the observer-less scenario.

As a consequence, Yablo’s view how things could have turned out to be seems too restrictive. This also applies to his view of narrow content and conceptual necessity. Instead of regarding “cassinis are ovals” as a conceptual necessity, I reckon it a metaphysical necessity to which my counterexamples do not apply. There is a general lesson to draw. If there are response-enabled or grokking concepts as Yablo has it, they are torn between opposing forces: on the one hand preserving a salient unifying phenomenology, on the other hand an underlying structure. In contrast to response-dependent concepts like “ticklish”, they aim at a response-independent real basis; but in contrast to natural kind terms like “water”, the role of phenomenology does not reduce to mediating reference to this basis. This explains why “oval” oscillates between being egg-shaped and very dissimilar mathematical forms. What is the function of grokking concepts? Probably they are designed with regard to some unifying phenomenology; the latter is subjectively salient but becomes objectively relevant only when conjoined with a suitable real basis. In contrast to natural kind terms, this basis does not have to be a naturally eligible or at least a theoretically privileged class of things. Nevertheless it must have a certain unity, for instance due to its practical utility for us, say when spotting eggs for breakfast. Perhaps similarity of this unified role must be preserved over varying a concept. Probably the unity requirement is at odds with excluding cassinis. To people excluding cassinis from being oval, ovals cannot be expected to be unified in exactly the same way they are unified for us. But I doubt that this tension provides sufficient ground to completely dismiss strange habits of using “oval”. Furthermore, Yablo is eager to minimize what we have to know of concepts like oval besides recognizing ovals. Hence he cannot impose further constraints on the concept oval such as naturalness, simplicity, or homogeneity of extension.

Nevertheless in all probability our tools of recognition cannot be too far banged out of shape. For instance, squares could not have turned out to be ovals. Hence there seem to be examples of a posteriori conceptual necessities. Dismissing Yablo’s minimalistic idea of concept possession, one may reply as follows: Terms like “oval” depend on our response, but they are not purely experiential. When we are taught “oval” by pointing to oval shapes, arguably there must be certain background categories in play; they allow us to figure out what aspect of the visual image is to be attended to. One may insist that these background categories are a priori prerequisites of acquiring a response-enabled concept. So they form a priori ties between concepts. For instance, we probably do not empirically discover that ovals are geometrical shapes. The reason is that this statement is too close to the prerequisites of empirically acquiring the concept oval to count as a substantial empirical truth. So in order to provide an uncontentious example, Yablo would have to steer between substantial empirical truths like “cassinis are oval” and alleged a priori truths like “ovals are geometrical forms”. Of course, one may follow Yablo in denying that there are any such a priori ties among grokking and other concepts. But the burden of ruling out a priori ties is on Yablo’s side as he boldly challenges well-established lore. 

2.3.3 Versions of the Test and the Varieties of Narrow Content

In this section, I am going to question Yablo’s version of the test. The examples developed above point to a less restrained notion of narrow content. Taking into account the function of narrow content, there are many versions around in which “cassinis are ovals” does not come out analytically true. Since he does not further attend to what narrow content is supposed to do, Yablo cannot rule out these versions. 

How does Yablo’s notion fare with regard to commonplaces about narrow content? “Narrow content is a kind of mental content that does not depend on an individual’s environment.”(Brown 2007) Narrow content might be what one has to grasp to master a concept. But as we have seen Yablo himself concede, such a grasp does not have to involve that cassinis are oval. Narrow content may be what is accessible to a speaker mastering an expression. But since to Yablo the truth of the relevant “would have turned out”-conditionals depends on preserving a suitable environment, nothing ensures that we can ever know them. Although we might never have been in a position to know that heat is HME, to Yablo it comes out as a conceptual truth. In contrast, what is necessary and sufficient to use “heat” or “oval” may be given a more minimalistic reading. Narrow content may be confined to intrinsic properties of a speaker. Yablo’s narrow content is not so confined.
 Yablo could insist that one just has to get the intuitive boundaries of narrow content right. But he does not rule out the following eventuality: His examples of “would have turned out”-conditionals merely accidentally covary to a certain extent with narrow content.

Yablo’s notion of narrow content is very restrictive. The narrow content of “oval” seems to coincide with its broad content. Moreover, no one who does not exactly match our sensibilities and their environment can have the concept oval. Given the connection between narrow content and how things could have turned out to be, my counterexamples indicate that Yablo’s notion is too tight. If we had turned out to be people to whom whipped cream looked yellow, we would have turned out to possess a concept of yellowness that covers whipped cream. Why not explain this by identity of narrow content? 

This points towards a more lenient view. It draws on Yablo’s contention that all we have to know to possess “oval” is how to spot ovals. The narrow content of “oval” is bound to the distinctive phenomenology we are all familiar with, whereas Yablo’s whole apparatus, the ties between ovality and our sensibilities and their surroundings undisturbed, is regarded as metaphysical necessity flowing from our use of “oval”. In order to sustain our use of oval, this apparatus could not have been otherwise. If this sounds too permissive, one may place a similarity constraint on a suitable cognitive apparatus and perhaps its environment and/or on the role the real basis of ovality has to play. The corresponding view has several advantages:

(i) It fits my above examples.

(ii) It confines narrow content to the individual, broadly conceived (unless too much environment is taken in).

(iii) It takes on board Yablo’s plausible reservations against too generous variations in cognitive endowments and the role ovals have to play.

As a result, variants of the concept oval may outlast what ovals (as we use the term) according to Yablo might have turned out to be. Consequently there should be intuitive examples where “could have turned out” (as Yablo has it) and narrow content come apart:

a) A being with somewhat different sensibilities may possess a notion of being oval provided it experiences and finds salient the right phenomenology (and similarity constraints are respected). But if Yablo is right, this being could not have turned out to possess the concept oval. 

b) Some being with a different physical makeup may perfectly match our sensibilities, salience patterns, behaviour, speech and thought, the latters’ functional role and referential connections (again similarity constraints may be added). Yablo denies that such a being would be relevant to considerations how things could have turned out to be (for us) – its make-up is physically too different from ours. But to me, it appears unduly chauvinistic to deny that this being possesses a concept of being oval.

As Chalmers’ discussion shows, it is not a matter of course that cassinis could not have turned out not to be ovals. Hence it is not an uncontentious constraint on an apt notion of narrow content. I tried to establish that Yablo endorses too restrictive a view how things could have turned out to be. Faced with these results, one might accept the general scheme of testing conditionals and the notion of a grokking concept; but other accounts of meaning, say Bealer’s notion of determinately mastering concepts, may replace Yablo’s notion of narrow content as implicit criterion of concept identity, provided they get the uncontentious examples right. Or one could use Chalmers’ primary intension. The “would have turned out”-conditional would render primary intension whilst the normal counterfactual draws on secondary intension. Both moves could preserve all the uncontentious examples. Or one could interpret the conditional by any functionally devised characterization of narrow content - provided the latter gets the right conditionals right. 

2.3.4 An Alternative Reading: Qualitative Identity of Scenarios

I am now going to present a competitor to the test reading just considered; I deem it more literal and hence more plausible. In some versions, it comes very close to the test reading. Kripke relates how things could have turned out to be to what could happen in a qualitatively identical counterpart situation. I will consider several possibilities of cashing in qualitative identity.
 

Let p´ (e.g. “Hesperus is not Phosphorus”) be a suitable counterpart of some p (“Hesperus is Phosphorus”) which is actually true. Then it could have turned out that p´ iff a situation w of the following sort is metaphysically possible: 

(i) p´ is true of w.

(ii) w is a suitable epistemic counterpart to some original situation. 

w makes the following subjunctive come non-vacuously true: 

If w had turned out to obtain, p´ would have turned out to be true.

What is the original situation? A likely default candidate is the situation in which a concept was introduced. There are several ways of devising default criteria of an epistemic counterpart situation. Such situations must be qualitatively identical. There are two obvious solutions. (i) Counterpart situations are characterized by their being subjectively indiscriminable to those within them. (ii) They are characterized by what one knows in the original situation. “Could have turned out” in this reading (i-ii) is not bound to nearby external environment as the latter does not have to be accessible. There is a third solution: (iii) Applying Yablo’s template, we might preserve our epistemic capacities and proximate external conditions of their proper functioning. I am going to discuss Yablo’s characterization of narrow content with regard to these alternatives.

Yablo exploits the peculiar largess of a metaphysically laden “could have turned out” compared to other subjunctives: We may straightforwardly use our words while their broad content is not preserved. So I am moved to tentatively characterize a counterpart proposition p´ by the following condition: p´ is a counterpart proposition of p iff, upon suitable disambiguition of our words, we may use the very same words by which we express the non-logical concepts figuring in p to state that p´ could have turned out to be true. For instance, we may use the words “Hesperus” and “Phosphorus” to truly state that Hesperus is Phosphorus and that Hesperus could have turned out not to be Phosphorus, or “tails” and “wings” to falsely state that tails could have turned out to be wings.

In order for this approach to be superior to its rivals, it should say what “would have turned out”-conditionals do for us. In contrast to an epistemic “could”, they firstly correspond to certain metaphysical possibilities. Given Goldbach’s conjecture is true, it could not have turned out to be false in this reading.
 Secondly, the notion of an epistemic counterpart carves some relevant epistemic distinction. There is something which constitutes one’s epistemic position:
 One’s appearances, what one knows, one’s epistemic endowment, the naturally propitious nearby environment as Yablo has it. It might be interesting to see what external counterfactual shifts are reconcilable with retaining this epistemic position. Thirdly, in contrast to both an epistemic and a metaphysical “could”, “could have turned out” tracks the mutual dependency of epistemic and semantic features. It follows suit changes in our epistemic environment affecting how we use our words. 

However, it does not disentangle the conceptual, epistemic and metaphysical aspects of the situation depicted. Nothing in the words used to express “would have turned out”- conditionals indicates that they have anything to do with conceptual knowledge. Normally, unless we explicitly go metaconceptual, we do not attend to conceptual issues as such (cf. Burge 1998, 52). We simply use the same words as in actual situations without making explicit that they are used differently. The difference between conceptual and epistemic changes is not salient to us. We are more interested in how our outlook as a whole would vary with different ways of completing it to a wholesale picture of the world. When we say that Hesperus could have turned out not to be Phosphorus, we do not state that two concepts could have turned out to diverge in broad content. Rather we state that our original situation left open whether two celestial bodies be identical or different. This lack of attention does no harm, because we rely on our implicit linguistic competence of automatically making the relevant adjustments. Even if “would have turned out”-conditionals draw on narrow content, it does not follow that they somehow serve to express it. Nevertheless, if counterpart propositions are characterized by (some of their constituents) sharing narrow content, it is tempting to regard “would have turned out”-conditionals as manifesting the deep structure of concepts. The idea is that narrow content is fixed by our position when we make something our intentional object; in contrast, broad content is provided by ways of supplementing our position to a whole world view. As far as these ways are not the actual ones, the world view we would have if we were in a different scenario may diverge from our actual one.

Let us have a look at the alternatives how to spell out qualitative identity. 

There is a promising strategy of upholding the connection between narrow content and how things could have turned out to be: Sacrifice Yablo’s analysis of the latter in favour of the criterion of subjective indiscriminability (i). This solution nicely squares with the minimalistic reading of narrow content, e.g. as the phenomenology of ovals. It may even accommodate the role of the real basis for us, provided the latter is given an internalistic twist. “Could have turned out” serves to characterize an intrinsic property of ours, what we had in mind when we introduced concepts; the aim is to spell out the varieties their introduction allowed. 

However, “cassinis are oval” will not come out as a conceptual truth. For it owes this alleged modal status to keeping fixed the external environment of one’s epistemic functioning. If propitious external nearby environment is allowed to vary, there will be counterpart situations in which cassinis are not ovals. Moreover, Yablo objects to analyzing narrow content by epistemic counterpart situations: “Mixed in with the semantical material we want to hold fixed will be nonsemantic circumstances that should be allowed to vary. … Appearances are conceptually contingent if anything is.”(Yablo 2002. 446) The above “could have turned out” does not merely hold fixed narrow content but non-semantic material. This concern seems justified. Even if a being has never been in a situation which is subjectively indiscriminable from ours or shared our knowledge when introducing “oval”, it may have the concept oval. But this may indicate that the conditional does not just evaluate semantics. Rather the latter starts from the way the world presented itself when a term was introduced. Given this presentation, there were several ways to complement it to a complete world. The “would have turned out”-conditional allows to explore these ways without being committed to one of them being actual. Anyway, Yablo’s objection can be averted by restraining criteria of qualitative identity. Say only those aspects of the situation as envisaged by solution (i) play a role that would have made a difference salient to the speaker: If they had been different when the speaker coined her concept oval, she would have coined it differently. All these considerations carry over to an explication of the original situation in terms of knowledge (ii).

     If the counterpart interpretation is spelled out in terms of Yablo’s arguments how things could have turned out to be (iii), the advantage compared to the test interpretation is that we get neat default constraints on admissible situations. The latter rid us of my counterexamples which vary our epistemic endowment and sense of salience (2.3.2). Indeed this solution may best fit Yablo’s intentions. Nevertheless I reckon it unconvincing for several reasons. 

Firstly, in how far is a situation qualitatively identical to ours just because our cognitive capacities and their propitious embedding are held fixed? What salient boundary is carved by keeping them? One could add knowledge or subjective appearances preserved. But the result would be a strange mix of accessible and inaccessible aspects of mental life. Judging from the most intuitive notions of a counterpart situation, Yablo’s boundary seems too narrow; it does not allow proximate circumstances to vary which did not play a role in our conscious outlook. Think of the being which shares our subjective epistemic outlook but is of different physical make-up. Why should we exclude it from how things could have turned out to be? After all, for all we knew in the original situation, we could have turned out to be such a being. 

Secondly, why tie narrow content to our sensibilities and their propitious external surroundings? The counterpart strategy is vindicated by the idea of an original position in which our representational tools are forged. But what is the semantic point of holding fixed our cognitive endowment and its propitious nearby environment? The boundary of the individual is not respected as propitious proximate environment is taken on board. So there are all the puzzles how to relate the resulting notion to the function of narrow content as common lore has it. Yablo himself complains that epistemic counterpart situations preserve non-semantic material. But what makes an epistemically propitious nearby environment of our epistemic capacities semantic material? 

To conclude: Neither the epistemological nor the metaphysically laden reading of “would have turned out”-conditionals establish beyond doubt that “cassinis are oval” is a conceptual truth. 
3 Aprioricity and Detachment

Chalmers muses whether “cassinis are ovals” can be known a priori. His main concern is that oval may be a mathematical concept which is not recognition-enabled. Now taking into account that “oval” is not that eligible from a mathematician’s point of view, Yablo’s proposal that it is recognition-enabled seems convincing. Nevertheless I want to hint at certain unclarities within the traditional conception of aprioricity as inherited by Yablo. On the a priori side, discursive, concept-mongering, cognitive capacities of acquiring non-empirical knowledge are opposed to perceptual capacities of acquiring empirical knowledge on the a posteriori side. In order to establish his conclusions (as far as they do not fall victim to my above criticism), Yablo might recur, so I surmise, to a somewhat diverging distinction.

3.1 Problems of the a Priori – a Posteriori Distinction

(i) Cognitive and empirico-perceptual capacities: Many traditional epistemologists were inclined to ban perceptual capacities from a priori knowledge.
 Yablo follows suit. But how are cognitive capacities to be characterized such as to elucidate and not simply presuppose the a priori – a posteriori distinction? They may be exerted in drawing inferences. But if we are to know certain substantial propositions a priori, where do the premises of these inferences come from? A traditional move is to describe cognitive capacities as discursive or purely conceptual. But Yablo himself contributes to demoting this criterion. He emphasizes that the use of “oval” depends on exerting capacities of perceptually recognizing certain shapes. We inevitably recur to perceptual capacities when dealing with the concept oval. Probably many or even most concepts are like that. Our criteria of applying them heavily draw on intuitive-perceptual capacities of identifying standard cases and telling them apart from deviant ones. Frank Jackson, a champion of a priori conceptual analysis, grants that

“When we use the word `cat´, part of what we know is that the creatures we tag `cat´ present a gestalt that we cannot break down exhaustively into its components, but which prompts the word `cat´ in our mouths.”(Jackson 1998, 66)

Probably most of our everyday concepts center around gestalt properties. 

Furthermore, Yablo intimates that theoretical concepts depend on what strikes one as reasonable. As an evaluative term, “reasonable” in turn is grokking (Yablo 2002, 478-479). What Yablo must have in mind is that “reasonable” follows emotional or affective patterns of fit and salience; they in turn belong to the perceptual-imaginative complex. But if conceptual competence is irretrievably holistic, if it comprises cognitive and imaginative-perceptual capacities without any prospect to consequently disentangle their contributions, it seems difficult to base a priori knowledge on barring the latter capacities. This sheds doubts on an austere rationalism which insists on the sharp distinction between conceptual and perceptual capacities. 

(ii) Grasping and justifying: One may dismiss these concerns as relating to the wrong topic. The a priori – a posteriori distinction does not apply to concept acquisition, so the complaint goes, but to justifying belief. Conditions of acquiring a concept are to be distinguished from prerequisites of justifying certain claims which presuppose mastery of this concept: 

“If experience cannot be appealed to at all, then shouldn’t it be enough to stop S from being a priori if it is through experience that we understand S? The answer to this is that we are interested in how S is justified, our understanding taken for granted.”(Yablo 2002, 455)
 

Yablo draws on an intuitive distinction between understanding the content of a claim and justifying its truth. Now sometimes it is difficult to keep understanding and justification apart. The very same conditions which enable one to understand a statement may be necessary and/or sufficient to justify it. There is a stronger and a weaker way of understanding Yablo’s contention. According to the stronger reading, the question of a priori justification arises downstream from understanding. Whatever experience is required to understand a claim can be appealed to in a priori justifying it.
 According to the weaker reading, understanding and justification are kept apart. Whatever claim cannot be justified but by experience, even if the very same experience is necessary to understand it, cannot be known a priori. It is part and parcel of Yablo’s analysis of response-enabled concepts that anything we know about ovals is a posteriori. This is only reconcilable with the weaker reading. 

But unless we acknowledge some contestable faculty of a priori intuition, we may wonder what remains at all to be known a priori. The idea of a priori reasoning as a discursive faculty rests on devising a realm of concepts which are independent of perceptual input. But as the above diatribe about conditions of concept acquisition shows, there are few concepts, or none at all, which fit this template. 

(iii) Off-line perception: There is also reason to doubt the connection between empirical and perceptual knowledge. Yablo distinguishes between online and off-line use of perceptual capacities:

“…when you conjure up an image of w, you are simulating the activity of really looking at it. Simulated looking is not a distinct process, but the usual process run `off-line´. Knowledge gained by internal looking is not a priori because it is acquired through the exercise of a perceptual faculty rather than a cognitive one.”(Yablo 2002, 458)

Yablo claims that knowledge gained by off-line use of perceptual capacities is not a priori, in contrast to knowledge acquired in exerting cognitive capacities. In order to substantiate this claim, it would be necessary to distinguish cognitive capacities from perceptual capacities used off-line. But as it is hard to tell what cognitive faculties are over and above their inferential task, this distinction is difficult to draw. Furthermore, is knowledge acquired by off-line use of perceptual capacities adequately termed empirical? Off-line use allows to largely detach from one’s position in the world; often it can be done in an armchair, drawing purely on one’s conceptual resources, for instance the capacity of recognizing ovals. If it is not empirical, a further aspect of the traditional a priori – a posteriori distinction is eroded.

3.2 Rethinking Distinctions

I think that in order to avoid this conundrum, we should more closely attend to what the main target of Yablo’s criticism is, the position he calls rationalism. Then a distinction which is different from the traditional a priori – a posteriori divide might become crucial. Rationalism revives a classical doctrine: Equipped with a sufficiently comprehensive body of concepts which are semantically stable (do not counterfactually vary with the world in which they are coined), one may reconstruct any conceptual representation; state conditions how the world must be in order for the representation to be correct independently of how the world actually is. On this basis, comprehensive conceivability-based modal reasoning allows to measure the space of metaphysical modalities without being biased by one’s actual vantage point in modal space. Furthermore, what is possible and necessary given a system of semantically unstable concepts centered on a certain vantage point, can be reconstructed. According to rationalism, the possession conditions of a concept F can be known a priori as expressed by conditionals of the form: For a certain world w, if w, such and such objects are F (Yablo 2002, 456). Yablo contends that response-enabled concepts do not allow for such conditionals to be known a priori. In order to evaluate them, we exert perceptual capacities in their natural environment. The decisive point is that we cannot detach from these capacities. By Yablo’s lights, a being which does not exert our capacities and follow our sense of salience in their natural surroundings (or at least is in a position to accurately simulate them) is not in a position to use the concept oval.
  In the same vein, we may be unable to use recognition-enabled concepts a being with largely diverging faculties in largely diverging circumstances uses. The challenge should not be that we need perceptual capacities to appreciate these concepts, but that we can only within limits off-line simulate capacities and their environments which diverge from ours. Hence we can only to a certain extent detach from our situation, for instance in order to evaluate modal claims involving diverging grokking concepts.
 Contrary to rationalism, there are metaphysical modalities we cannot evaluate a priori, for instance identity statements which relate grokking concepts diverging from ours to a physical world description. It is an important issue in the new rationalism debate whether our representational capacities are limited by our actual vantage point in modal space. Thus in order to bring home Yablo’s misgivings, instead of the old distinction of discursive, cognitive faculties of gaining a priori knowledge on the one hand and perceptual faculties of gaining empirical knowledge on the other, one might rather recur to a distinction which relates to our ability or inability to detach from our actual vantage point in measuring modal space. This is what the armchair metaphor may ultimately amount to.
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� I speak of the concept oval without quotation marks. “Oval” stands for the word. Furthermore, I assume that concepts can have a narrow content and an extension. 


�	 One initial concern: Yablo’s analysis has the following come out true (I do not want to suggest an inferential connection): (a) Hesperus would have turned out not to be Phosphorus, had Hesperus-appearances turned out to be due to Mars. (b) Hesperus would have turned out not to be Phosphorus, had “Hesperus” turned out to mean Mars because Hesperus-appearances had turned out to be due to Mars. c) Hesperus would have turned out not to be Phosphorus, had `Hesperus´ turned out to mean Mars. Now Yablo insists that “…it is not the case that [d)] horses would have turned out to lack tails, had it turned out that `tail´ meant wing.” (Yablo 2002, 453). For the narrow content of the concept Hesperus allows for Hesperus to be different from Phosphorus; in contrast, the narrow content of the concept tail does not allow for tails to be wings. But does our natural understanding of c) and d) really lead us to endorse (c) but reject (d)? I suspect that a normal speaker would be more prone to treat both cases in a parallel fashion.


� I use “cognitive” in a loose sense which covers all epistemic capacities. In section 3, though, I will follow Yablo in opposing cognitive and perceptual capacities.


�    It is questionable anyway that Yablo could endorse Williamson’s criticism which is directed against any sort of conceptual necessity. Williamson also criticizes too generous conceptions of “full“ grasp. He considers 


	“(UAt) Necessarily, whoever grasps the thought every vixen is a female fox assents to it.


	On the simplest view, thinking a thought with any attitude towards it suffices for grasping it. Friends of principles like UAt should beware of straying too far from that simple view, by claiming that `full grasp´ of a thought requires much more than the ability to think it… For such a defence of UAt risks trivializing it, by in effect writing the consequent into the antecedent by hand.”(Williamson 2007, 74) 


	Nevertheless one might look for a mode of understanding a concept which is more comprehensive than what is required to count as competent in using a certain word. Such a mode comprises the conceptual prerequisites of knowing the facts represented by dint of the concept. It recollects the competences scattered throughout a community. Of course, there is a risk of triviality. But this does not mean that there is no way of steering between triviality and denying conceptual knowledge altogether.


�	For Bealer’s definition of determinate understanding (Bealer 2002, 106).


�	 This ability does not have to amount to being in a position to know in Williamson’s sense: 


“To be in a position to know p, it is neither necessary to know p nor sufficient to be physically and psychologically capable of knowing p. No obstacle must block one’s path to knowing p. If one is in a position to know p, and one has done what one is in a position to do to decide whether p is true, then one does know p.”(Williamson 2000, 95) 


Determinately understanding p seems to be reconcilable with there being contingent obstacles blocking one’s path to knowing p. 


� To be sure, Yablo ultimately does not endorse an explanation of modal illusions such as “heat could be LME”. But the standards he sets for such an explanation go into his analysis of “could have turned out”.


�	 Cf. (Kripke 1980, 103). I owe this proposal to Benjamin Schnieder. 


�	 This is why Yablo insists on distinguishing the conceptual modality he aims at from epistemic modality (Yablo 2002, 442).


� Below I will outline doubts about the heat-example. But here “yellow” would do as well.


�  Consider a community which is perfectly like ours, with one exception: The theoretical concept H2O is tied to the capacity of figuring out that water is H2O. One does not count as possessing the concept unless one knows a way to verify “water is H2O”. According to the proposal considered, in such a community water could not have turned out not to be H2O.


� I use Hill’s approach because it is decidedly epistemical.


� By the way: If Yablo is right and a cup of molden lead could not have turned out to contain H2O, is there really a conceptual necessity involved?


� One may add more knowledge to the default conditions, for instance what one knew when introducing a concept. I will discuss this alternative as a metaphysical one. Thus presented, it draws on the metaphysical possibility of counterpart situations. But it could as well be presented in purely epistemic terms. Furthermore, one could use deRose’s above definition instead of my simple understanding of epistemic possibility. But again my counterarguments would apply.


� To be sure, one could deny that cassini ovals are ovals. But it is more plausible to say that mathematicians propose to refine the concept oval such as to cover cassini ovals.


� This is a bit idealizing: Probably the following is true: If Hesperus-appearances were due to Mars, the word “Hesperus” would apply to Mars. And is our use of the counterfactual sufficiently well-carved to outrightly reject the following: If Hesperus-appearances were due to Mars, our concept Hesperus would not apply to Venus?


� Using our words with their actual meaning in a normal counterfactual, this situation could be described as a metaphysical possibility.


� To Yablo “would have turned out“-conditional deals „with suppositions about our world.“(Yablo 2002, 453)


� It might be doubted that we can evaluate this conditional; in order to do so, we would have to exert abilities diverging from ours. But probably we can simulate diverging sensibilities to a certain extent.


�	Instead of cassinis, Yablo may choose a more comprehensive set C of cassini ovals and insist that C could not have turned out not to be oval; that would require banging our sensibilities too far out of shape. However, probably any of the resulting conceptual necessities can be countered: Select a cassini oval belonging to C. Show that this cassini oval could have turned out not to be oval. One may react by providing complex disjunctions which defy this strategy. But the more complex and the less salient they are, the less confident we are of our capacity to evaluate the respective conditionals, and of the latter to provide an interesting narrow content. 


�  What about “if our cognitive endowment and/or conditions of perception had been suitably different from the way they are, heat would have turned out not to be HME/to be LME”? Note the intricate connection between heat and low/high mean molecular energy. Whether mean molecular energy is low or high probably is determined with regard to our feeling something to be cold or hot. Pace Kripke and Yablo, the analysis doing justice to this systematical relationship may be to count it as a priori. What about “heat is a certain molecular motion”? I feel inclined to accept that heat could have turned out to be something other than molecular motion. Why should it be metaphysically impossible to devise a mechanism that mimics the behaviour of molecules within a normal environment: Counterpart particles are used in order to cause a feeling of heat in a being with our cognitive endowment in an epistemically propitious environment? Admittedly this intuition conflicts with Yablo’s view what belongs to a propitious environment. But we have found it difficult to figure out what Yablo’s external conditions are.


� Often narrow content is characterized by its function to provide truth conditions when conjoined with a context. It is open whether narrow content as provided by the conditional test lives up to this function. 


�	Cf. Kripke 1980, 103-104 and Bealer´s proposal how to understand the “`could´-of-qualitative-evidential-neutrality: the proposition that qual-evid-neutp is true iff it is possible for there to be a population c with attitudes toward p and if it is possible for there to be a population c´ whose epistemic situation is qualitatively identical to that of c such that the proposition which in c´ is the epistemic counterpart of p in c is true.”(Bealer 2002, 80). 


� This is not so in a purely epistemic version of the counterpart reading.


� Cf. a Cartesian-minded epistemic internalist who draws the boundary of the evidence one has for one’s knowledge with regard to one’s seemings, excluding “extrinsic” features like propitious surroundings (for a thorough criticism Williamson 2000, 170-178).


�	 A paragon of this view is Laurence Bonjour:


	A priori claims “[...]are justified in a way that does not depend at all on such an appeal to experience, justified, as it is usually put, by pure reason and thought alone.”(Bonjour, 1998, p. 2)


�	 Essentially the same point is made by Boghossian and Peacocke:


	“In the case of a priori propositions, much experience, perhaps of a specific character, may be required to grasp the concepts implicated in the proposition or to access the entitlement to believe it, but conditions of grasp and of access remain distinct from the nature of entitlement.”(Peacocke and Boghossian 2000, 2).


	 The idea is spelled out in an account of a priori knowledge discussed by Philip Kitcher:


	“… a is an a priori warrant for X's belief that p if and only if a is a process such that, given any life e, sufficient for X for p, then 


	(a) some process of the same type could produce in X a belief that p 


	(b) if a process of the same type were to produce in X a belief that p then it would warrant X in believing that p 


	(c) if a process of the same type were to produce in X a belief that p then p.”(Kitcher 1980, 9-10)


	The crucial point is how “given any life e, sufficient for X for p” is explicated:


	 “X could have had that life and gained sufficient understanding to believe that p.”(Kitcher 1980, 5-6)


� Cf. (Williamson 2007, 166).


�	 Doubts about the a priori - a posteriori distinction are now widespread. Considerations which parallel those of Jackson cited above lead Williamson to question the distinction between enabling conditions of knowing that p, e.g. conditions of understanding p, and evidential conditions. Williamson considers the counterfactual:


	“(25) If two marks had been nine inches apart, they would have been at least nineteen centimeters apart.”


	Conditions of knowing such a counterfactual closely resemble conditions of knowing the relationship between ovals and cassinis. Mastering the concepts “inch” and “centimeter” may well involve perceptually evaluating certain distances. Williamson asks: 


	“Do I know it a priori or a posteriori? Sense experience plays no direct inferential role in my judgment. I do not consciously or unconsciously recall memories of distances encountered in the past, nor do I deduce (25) from general premises I have inductively or abductively gathered from experience… Nevertheless, the causal role of past sense experience in (25) far exceeds enabling me to grasp the concepts relevant to (25); … My possession of the appropriate skills depends constitutively, not just causally, on past experience for the calibration of my judgments of lengths in those units.”(Williamson 2007, 166) 


	Carrie Jenkins suggests “…that what experience does is (not merely supply) but epistemically ground the relevant concepts.”(Jenkins 2008, 700) Jenkins concludes for knowledge exclusively based on competences required to grasp the concepts involved “…that this way of knowing is both empirical in the standard sense and also a priori in a wide range of accepted senses.”(Jenkins 2005, 743) In the latter senses, “cassinis are oval” is a priori. Yet she insists that upon understanding a priori justification as “independent of all experience” (the weaker reading), such knowledge is not a priori.


	Such considerations as well as the devastating criticism of the concept of a priori knowledge which philosophers like Hawthorne (forthcoming) have advanced, shed further doubt on the traditional a priori – a posteriori distinction.


� A question which I can only raise but not answer here is the following: Assume physicalism as discussed by Jackson (1998) is true, and there is a being which lacks our sensibilities but knows everything about the world’s physical make-up. Then this being should probably know what physical and mathematical structures we are disposed to call oval, what “would have turned out”-conditionals we endorse and so on. Despite lacking the subjective phenomenology of oval, this being apparently knows the extension and the narrow content of the concept oval as Yablo sees them. So is there anything conceptual that is lacking? And why should there be any obstacle for this being to adequately evaluate grokking concepts as far as its physical knowledge of linguistic dispositions reaches?


�	 A parallel inability to detach is what Jackson criticizes in Quine's view that the meaning of our terms depends on how the facts are:


	„Now suppose that it is impossible to effect a partition among the possibilities independently of how things actually are… Then we can never say, diagram, depict, semaphore, think, …how things are. All we can do is say (depict, think, etc.) how they are if… We cannot detach. That is a very radical doctrine. It is not that we cannot say with complete precision how things are. We really cannot say how things are at all.“(Jackson 1998, 53)


	According to Jackson, the absurd consequence is that one cannot tell how things are but only how they are if... Assume the Quinean wanted to say how things have to be in order for a certain statement to be true independently of how things actually are. By the lights of rationalism, she would have to recur to a system of conditionals which say under which conditions the statement is true provided the facts are such and such. In turn, the meaning of these conditionals could only be specified by further conditionals of the same sort and so on. The rationalist blocks this regress by acknowledging semantically stable terms the meaning of which is unconditional. But the Quinean does not have to accept that one cannot simply say how things are, having fixed what one does say by the actual facts.
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