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Abstract

In this paper it is argued that functional role aetics can be saved from criticisms raised by
Putnam and Fodor and Lepore by indicating whichelehlnd inferences are marenstitutive
in determining mental content. The Scylla is notise vague expressions; the Carybdis is not to
endorse the analytic/synthetic distinction. Theecmlea is to useeflective equilibriumas a
strategy to pinpoint which are the beliefs and itiferences that constitute the content of a
mental state. The beliefs and the inferences tleatanstitutive are those that are in reflective
equilibrium in the process of attributing mentaltes to others.
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There is a large family of semantic theories that @ucially based on the notion afle.

Roles, either of conceptual or of inferential najuare the structural features that allow for the
individuation of meanings or contents. These tleorhowever, have been criticised for their
commitment to holism, which, according to the catiwould condemn them to some serious
and perhaps fatal mistakelrhe aim of this paper is to suggest a line oede¢ of Functional
Role Semantics (henceforth FRS) from criticismsedi by Putnam (1988) and Fodor and
Lepore (1992; 2002). The core idea is to usiective equilibriumas a strategy to indicate
which are the beliefs and the inferences that dotestthe content of a mental state. As many
semantic theories centred on the notion of roleS FRn be interpreted both as a theory of

meaning and as a theory of mental content. In ¥dilaiw the mental version of this theory will

be considered, but a linguistic extension is alsssible.

Individuating FRS’ conceptual core

FRS claims that the content of a mental state (@ meaning of an expression) is
individuated by the role of that mental state (esgron) in the overall system of an individual’s
thoughts (language). Along this line we may colleat least, two different definitions.
According to one: “the meaning of a mental représt@mn is its role in the cognitive life of the
agent” (Block 1999, p. 331); according to anothdre contents of thoughts are determined by
their construction out of concepts; and the contehtconcepts are determined by their
‘functional role’ in a person’s psychology” (Harma@87, p. 55%

If we consider these definitions in their detaile wnay appreciate that they are quite
different. If we interpret Block’s notion of “menteepresentation” as indicating thoughts such
asthe cat is on the mahen the first definition individuates functionadles at the level of
thoughts (and sentences). Harman’'s definition, lo& ¢ontrary, takes functional roles as
applying directly to the constituents of thoughtisat is concepts (words in the case of

sentences). So, there is a difference of concemtah. A third definition shows a more

1See the recent exchange by Cohen (1999) and He29) prompted by a paper by Heal (1994).

2 Recently, Greenber and Harman (forthcoming) hafaed Conceptual role semantics in this way: “GR@e view
that the meanings of expressions of a languageter symbol system) or the contents of mentaéstate determined
or explained by the role of the expressions or alestates in thinking”. It should be noticed tHatyt have added an
epistemological twist to this rather semantic thesi



complex view of functional role, one in which bdévels, the whole sentence and its costituents
or, for the mental variety, the thought and itstitoents, are considered. Here it is: “A crucial
component of a sentence’s conceptual role is aemafthow it participates in inductive and
deductive inferences. A word’s conceptual role imatter of its contribution to the role of
sentences” (Block 1986, p. 628).

So, collecting all these elements together, we tiaatethe functional role of a complex entity
(thought or sentence) is given in its participatingnferences of one kind or another, and the
inferences in which it participates are determibgdthe role of the entities that constitute it
(concepts or words). Accordingly, we can distinguletweenconceptualrole semantics and
inferential role semantics: while the former is used to indlirite the content/meaning of simple
entities (concepts and lexical items), the latir be taken to elucidate the content of complex
entities (thoughts and sentencésh what follow, | will consider FRS as a way for
encompassing both conceptual and inferential r@heasitics. Consequently, according to FRS,
the content of a mental item (where a “mental itesah be both a concept or a thought) is
determined by itdunctional rolein the overall pattern of interactions with otmeental items.

In turn, the functional role of a mental item igpeassed in terms of inferential role, in case the
item is a thought, or in terms of conceptual ratecase the item is a concept. We have, then,
that the content of a thought suchtlas cat is on the mas given by the inferences, deductive,
inductive or abductive, in which it occurs as presiinferential step or conclusion. The
inferences in which it occurs are determined bydbmecepts’ roles that figure in the thought,
namely “cat”, “table” “being on x, y”. In this wa}RS is a compositional theory, so facing, as

we will see, an objection raised against it.

Troubles with FRS

Now, this theory has been attacked from two differbut, somewhat, complementary
perspectives. According to one criticism, raisedPloynam (1988; 1990), FRS is too weak as a
meaning theory; according to the other, pointed lmut~odor (1987) and Fodor and Lepore
(1992; 2002) it is too strong. So, what’s wronghuthiis theory?

Hilary Putnam thinks that conceptual role semantines refers to this version of the theory
but his point applies equally well to FRS) is adean obscure thesis for the following reason.

Consider the case of Ancient Greeks saying, “thisvater” when looking at one river. Given

3 A somewhat different perspective is taken by ugignotion otranslationas the key feature for clarifying the whole
issue. According to this view, originally held byii@e and Davidson, the meaning of an expressitaken to be
individuated by its possible paraphrases or reftatians. Cf. Field (2001).



that Ancient Greeks held many different beliefsriros, and given that we want to maintain that
what we share with them is reference, we shouldlode that “it is not overall conceptual role
that [determines meaning]” (Putnam 1988, p. 52) as,| want to stress here, content.
Conceptual role semantics is then an insufficidr@sis for determining content. Its main

problem is that

If one cannot even informally indicate - withoutings such an expression as ‘regarded by
speakers as part of the meaning’ or ‘central to rieaning’ - how one could decidehich
inferences anavhich beliefs fix the meaning of a word [or, alternativehe content of a mental
state], in the sense required by conceptual roteasécs, then the claims made on behalf of

conceptual role semantics have virtually no contdmd., p. 53).

This diagnosis is due to Putham holding that refezeis a completely external factor, not
reducible to any individualistic belief. The poitihen, it that a role theory of meaningta®
weakin determining meaning, failing thus its main aim.

Fodor (1987) and Fodor and Lepore, in a numberbfipations (1991; 1992; 1993; 2002),
raise the somewhat complementary problem. In trexiBp version exposed by Fodor and
Lepore (1992) the problem of FRS lies in its adhegeto an extreme and intolerable form of
meaning holism.

The difficulty can be highlighted by appealing tderences. FRS assumes that the content of
thoughts is determined by their role in inferenaeg] thoughts’ inferential roles are determined by
the conceptual roles of their constituents. &deast someoles individuate the content of thoughts.
Now, according to Fodor and Lepore there is no teapndicatewhichroles individuate the content
of thoughts. This entails that there is no wayelbwhichinferences determine the inferential roles
of a given thought. Therefore, there is no way &y which roles individuate the contents of
thoughts. But roles do play an essential role,d#ie individuating condition for content. So, eith
none of them individuate any thought or they all 8mceat least oneof them does, and there is no
way of telling which, therall of them do. Given this slippery slope argument FR8aught in a
radical version of holism. The only way out of thsrsion of holism would be to make appeal to
the analytic/synthetic distinction in order to diguishwhichinferences constitute the content of a
thought. But this move is apparently unavailableF®S theorists, and supposedly to all of us,

because of the acceptance of Quine’s criticisnhécahalytic/synthetic distinction. Therefore FRS is



doomed to holism in its extreme version, and as gt theory istoo strongin determining
meaning}

The specific doubts pointed out by these threeaasthre quite problematic because show
that FRS converges toward a very radical form dfsha It is holism, as such, that worries
these authors, because of its intolerable impbosati Michael Dummett has depicted a

comprehensive picture of such worries.

A thoroughgoing holism, while it may provide an thstly intelligible model of language,
fails to give a credible account either of how vge language as an instrument of communication,
or of how we acquire a mastery of language ... Jiheation is essentially similar to that of a
language all of whose sentences consist of singlesyi.e. have no internal semantic structure ...
it becomes unintelligible how the speakers of tegliage could ever have come to associate ...
senses with their unitary sentences, let alonectoese the same association among different
individual speakers; or how any one individual cbdiscover the sense attached by another to a
sentence, or decide whether is was or was notaime s that which he attached to it. (Dummett

1973, pp. 599-606)

Specifically, the point is that if a thought is eehined by its inferential role in the overall
pattern of thoughts of an individual, the possibibf two individuals havingust onedifferent
inferential role would bring us to the conclusidwatt they do not shammny thought at all, given
that the contents of thoughts are individuatedlbyheir inferential roles. This amounts to say
that either two individuals arglentical with respect tcall the inferences they draw, or are
disposed to draw, or they cannot be said to shayeleought at all. If they cannot share any
thought, then, they cannot disagree nor agree ythiaig. Analogously, if two different time
slices of a single person are not epistemicallytidal, they cannot be epistemically compared,
and hence the notion of change of mind disappaarany notion concerning the acquisition and
the increment of knowledge. That is why the extremrsion of holism is so bad.

At the same time, holism seems to be particularlpdd with respect to the principe of
compositionality, according to which the meaningaafomplex expression is determined by the
meaning of its components plus the way these ardbiwed together. This principle, originally
held by Frege, seems to generate a conflict witls FiRits generality, when this theory is

intended as a way of individuating meanings or eots. For instance, Fodor and Lepore (2002)

4| leave aside further consequences, and the ensesponses, that Fodor and Lepore draw from thain argument,
such as the nonexistence of intentional laws aadntipossibility to learn a language. It must beaeat that Fodor and
Lepore’s critique has been applied also to so-ddlpace-state semantics”, that is, the connedtivairsion of FRS.
For a reply, see Churchland (1998).



argue that compositionality is a non negotiableéueaof any theory of meaning, but there is no
way of reconciling FRS with compositionality becauaccording to FRS the meaning of
complex expressions is not determined by the meafiits parts. So either compositionality or
FRS must go. Being compositionality non negotiatite, conclusion against FRS follows. So,
either FRS is committed to the bad consequencésl@m or it is unable to take into account
compositionalitys However, as we saw, it is perfectly possible t@®t&RS, in its generality, as
a compositional theory: the role of complex expi@ssis obtained by negotiating the roles of
its components so to consider just few of themeds/ant in the composition of the expression,
and not always the same, according to the cont&kisrelevancy of the roles of the composing
parts raises the same questions raised by FRS¢scrihow can we select which are the
appropriate roles for any given situation? So,mateely, the problem seems to stay, and a

solution to it is called for.

Is there a way out?

Both the arguments by Putnam and Fodor and Lepafe meference to a hypothetical way
out from all these troubles. On the one hand, Patnefers to the need for conceptual role
semantics (but the same applies to FRS) to illtestrehich are the inferences that are
constitutiveof the content of a certain thought without maksugh an individuation obscure or,
worse, question begging. On the other hand, Foddr laepore think that the only viable
principled distinction to seleathich are the constitutive roles is the analytic/synthehe, but
no FRS theorists is willing to make appeal to thatinction.

In a sense, both criticisms point to the same W&S can be saved if it were possible to
indicate which conceptual and inferential roles @wastitutivein determining mental content
(or meaning) both with respect to complex expressias such and with respect to the
composing parts. The Scylla is not to use vagueessmpns as those indicated by Putnam; the
Carybdis is not to endorse the analytic/synthastrtttion, as pointed out by Fodor and Lepore.
I will try to wriggle through between these two dars.

By saying which are the inferential or conceptudés that are constitutive in determining
the content of a thought we are trying to sdivecrucial question of FRS. As Block puts it, “A
crucial question for conceptual role semantit® €rucial question) is what counts as identity

and difference of conceptual role” (Block 1986,628). As it stands, though, this question

5 See also Dummett (1992) and Dummett (1993).



seems too strong: in fact, Block thinks that weudthaveaken the requirement of individuating
identity and differences of conceptual roles with the requirement of induating a
“multidimensional gradient of similarity of meanihgo abandoning the “crude dichotomy of
same/different meaning” (Ibid., p. 629). Howevegitiner in that paper nor in following papers
Block makes any point regarding this crucial questand the recent story of the problem seems
to have followed different paths.

In recent times many attempts have been set irr todeackle this difficulty. Some authors
have declared that the notion of semantic holis)Tmobe mantained any more, committing
themselves to weaker approaches to the relatiomeleet compositionality and the individuation
of semantic values, arguing that the semantic eléang unit are to be found at the level of
sentences. This view, called “molecularism”, hasrbearticularly defended by Dummett (1992;
1993) and Perry (1994). This view stems from Witgjeinian consideration regarding language
games as complete languages applicable just tafispgrcumstances, and is at the origin of the
idea that holism can be considered as true onlg llocal sense (e.g. Bilgrami 1986A
consequences of such a view is that the bad coesegs of holism are the hallmark that we are
in part epistemically incompetent on everythingitsat whenever a new inference commit us to
modifying the content of a thought this amount tio learning something new.

A development of such a view is in Atrtificial Inligence, where narrowing downeanings
as general concepts, toeaning in contexihas proven to be useful in solving the problem of
communication among speakers with different belaeid thoughts. The idea is that contexts
offer a selection of some roles in the individuated contents (cf. Penco and Vignolo in press).
While excluding some roles, contexts are not endogldetermining exactly the constitutive
roles of an expression. So, the crucial step ivigeal by the convergence of two or more
speakers on partial aspects of the situation thiita subject matter on some inferences through
the filtering of some details and by considerinfjedent perspective from which to consider the
same situation (cf. Benerecetti, Bouquet and Ghigd00) resulting in a sort of conceptual
blending among the different perspectives (cf. Gad McCarthy 2003).

A very different line of approach has been purshgderic Lormand (1996). This author,
who is mainly interested in the impact holism hastlee “meaning of mental representations”,
here | would say the content of mental represantafiargues that holism threaten semantic

stability so that “If meanings are holistically @gglent, then semantic differences anyway seem

6 Another source of criticism on CRS has to be foum8earle’s arguments against artificial inteltige, in particular
his Chinese Room argument (Searle 1980). For a rapsive reply to this argument in relation to GRS Rapaport
(2002).



to balloon into semantic differences everywhereidl, p. 51). However, Lormand thinks that,
given a specific mental content, there is no waynttividuate a sharp or vague criterion to
separate relevant from irrelevant contents or @rfees that constitute it. So, he endorses a very
radical holistic view, one according to which thentent of a thought is determined by the
contents ofll thoughts in the system. In order to get to sernatébility Lormand proposes to
block the inference that goes from “1) if a reprga@on in a system S changes its meaning, all
representations in S change meaning” to “2) If pregentation in S changes meaning, no
representation in S has the same meaning it hantebtéfe change” (Ibid., p. 57). In order to do
so, the basic idea is to argue that each reprdégenteas more than one content. So, any mental
representation concernirgyconstitutes the content afitself, so that the content af results
from the collection of all the thoughts and infezes in which eithea explicitly occours or it is
somewhat concerned. This entails that any mentptesentation has multiple contents
simultaneously (he says, multiple meanings), aa @ecepted in all its consequences, such as
the following: “On the multiple meaning view, actapce of a mental representation realizes
multiple beliefs simultaneously” (Ibid., p. 58).Hastance, the multiple meaning view amounts
to arguing that the representation [cat] has asimga representations such as [purring animall;
[the kind of thing mommy calls ‘cat’]; ... Consequigrivo individuals, or the same individual
over time, can share the representation of [cathbse they share (at least) an overlapping non
empty set that comprises at least one meaning. i@ensability is then reached through the
acceptance of a common overlapping meaning. HowegeKelly Becker has noticed (1998)
this proposal seem to be catched in a circle, [secthe meanings of a mental representation are
individuated through other mental representatidhat necessarily calls for the same kind of
instability blocking mechanism. But the blockingehanism crucially presupposes the presence
of an overlapping non empty set. Since there isvag to assure that in every situation the
overlapping set will be non empty, this inflatiopatrategy seems doomed to failure.

Other strategies follow a more conceptual linea krery interesting essay, Peter Pagin (1997)
has noticed that if meaning holism is construed asota way foindividuating meanings, or
contents of thoughts, but rather as a wayleterminingthem — so recognizing that contents
depend on the whole set of contents held true bindiridual but arenot identicalwith the
whole set of inferences in which they participatben global roles, that is the role that a given
item has in all the inferences in which it partatigs, would determine meanings of contents

without thereby individuate them. The crucial stem the recognition that there is not a one-to-

7 But see Bilgrami (1988) for a development.



one relation between roles and contents; rather ithia many-to-one relations in that roles
determine contents but not the other way arounthignway, one may change the inferences one
is ready to assent to without this implying therdiag of the contents of one’s thoughts.

Greenberg and Harman (forthcoming) have arguedgatba same lines by showing that
CRS, their version of the view here under constitamais not committed to identify meaning
with use or inferences but, rather, to the deperylesf the former on the latter. This
dependency relation is compatible with two peoeig different uses, or accepting different
inferences, while sharing, at the same time, theesaeaning. If you like, the dependency
relation allows for multiple realizations so thhetcontent of a thought, or the meaning of an
expression, can be multiply realized in differerental inferences, or linguistic uses. In this
way, contents supervene on roles.

This view tackles a broader issue concerning rote&ories in general. Role’s theories
conceive meaning or content as a relational emtiby,as a punctuate one. As such, relational
entities can be, at most, similar to each otheeasthe entire system of relations to which they
pertain is identical with some other system. Sosheuld considesimilarity of meaning or
content instead of identity. Now, what are theecid for similarity? When is it that some
content (meaning) is similar to another? The notibsimilarity cannot be defined in isolation.
Something is similar to something else with respe@ common ground. For instance, my shirt
could be similar to your in that both are made atan, but sizes, colours and shapes could be
quite different. Because, as we know, these theasi® crucially based on roles, content
similarity is determinedvia role similarity. However, there seems to bede@nitive or a priori
answer on how deep or far we should consider cdanakpnd inferential roles to license a
judgement of similarity. So, even if Pagin is cotran his general analysis, since there is no a
priori way to solve this questigprima facie it is then advisable to turn our attention toward
more empirical strategies. A possible strategy c¢obé the following: the judgement of
similarity is something that must be available acdeptable by actual speakers and thinkers. It
is among those that use and understand meaningdut@tentful items that such a strategy has
to show its viability. It is in this perspectiveathl propose to take inspiration from the notion of
reflective equilibriumas a method for indicating which are the roles$ tmmstitute the content
of a mental item or the meaning of a linguistic .ohecould be useful to spend some words

introducing the notion afeflective equilibrium



Reflective equilibrium and FRS

In general, reflective equilibrium is a state inig¥h parts are harmonized in a coherent
whole. The basic idea of this notion is to tesioas parts of a system against other parts so to
have a whole consistent system. When the partsnareciprocal agreement the condition of
equilibrium is reached. More specifically, refleeti equilibrium holds between abstract
principles and actual practice or between genestesrand particular applications of them, and
the notion applies once that principles and practice in reciprocal agreement. Nelson
Goodman has introduced this idea with respect & pioblem of justifying deductive and
inductive inferences, and important extension ohatve been proposed by Rawls (1971),
Daniels (1996), Cohen (1981) and discussed by $1i6B0). On what basis, asks Goodman,
may we say that an inference is valid? We canndenappeal to some self-evident axioms nor

to the very nature of human mind. Rather, he says:

Principles of deductive - and inductive - infererme justified by their conformity with
accepted deductive practice. Their validity depeasuisn accordance with the particular deductive
inferences we actually make and sanction ... Thikdoflagrantly circular. | have said that
deductive inferences are justified by their confityrto valid general rules, and that general rules
are justified by their conformity to valid inferegg But this circle is a virtuous one. The point is
that rules and particular inferences alike areifjgdt by being brought into agreement with each
other. A rule is amended if it yields an inference we amilling to accept; an inference is

rejected if it violates a rule we are unwillingamend(Goodman 1955, pp. 66-7).

The extension | am proposing has the aim of detengi which functional roles are
constitutive of content of thoughts. The propertybeing constitutiveas applied to content of
thoughts is so my counterpart of Goodman'’s propeftyeing justifiedas applied to principles
and practice of deductive and inductive inferernidee intuition behind this parallelism is the
following: according to Goodman justification emgaiacceptance, where acceptance is
something that we show in our practice regardingsrand inferences. So to say, the game of
accepting and rejectifigs the shared ground on which any process offication has to rely on
for being considered. If there were no possibiliy recognizing a form of acceptance or
rejection then it would not be possible to consitther very notion of justification. Now, in our
activity of individuating thoughts and understamgdisentences something similar is the case.
The notion of semantic constitutivity entails thesgibility that every thinker or speaker be able

of recognizing this property. However, this abilgkiould not be considered as a perfect and



complete ability, that is, it is not necessary tath of us know in every detail what constitute
what, but that at least has some grasp of whatldoelessential for someone to understand or
grasp some concepts or thoughts. This means thtaeié were not semantic acceptance or
rejection there would not be semantic constitutiviklso in the case of the individuation of the
content of thoughts or the meaning of sentences), twe must presuppose a shared ground on
which such activities can be performed. This shapexind is the possibility of recognizing
semantic acceptance of rejection. Without thisesthground no semantic activity would ever be
possible. We must start somewhere, and this is aats starting point which | endorse. It
should be noticed that this is not question begdiagn not arguing that semantic constitutivity
is there from the beginning, but that semantic pi@ece or rejection is, in parallel with
Goodman’s point.

Now, in the present context, to what are acceptamcerejection to be applied? So far we
have been considering concepts and thoughts, am@adintless to say that a concept is accepted
or rejected if considered in isolation, and the eamtrue in case of thoughts. Consider the
concept [cat]. As such, this concept cannot begddg be properly or improperly used unless it
brings toward, or is framed within, a complete esgntational state, such as a belief or a desire,
assuming that these are the basic representastatak. It is when the concept [cat] is enrolled
in beliefs, such thathe cat is on the mair that mountain is a catthat we can consider the
acceptance or rejection of this concept’s usef theothers tied to it. The same can be said of
thoughts. When we want to decide whether a thoiggatceptable or not, we contrast it with
other thoughts it may lead to, namely, with thesrahces it is possible to draw from it. The
difference between concepts and thoughts in tliped is sufficiently clear: the context of a
concept is the thought in which it may be framedwng toward; the context of a thought are
the inferences, namely other thoughts, it may bravgard or is framed within. Acceptance and
rejection, then, apply to two categories of sentaatitities: thoughts, such as belief and desires
(for short we might consider just beliefs) and iefeces.

It is now time to set the present use of refleceggiilibrium with respect to Goodman’s
original notion. A dissimilarity has to be facedhie Goodman had general principles and
actual practices what do we have? We are consglgusst roles, so where are the abstract
principles and where the actual practices? The eldgnents we have been considering so far
are conceptual roles, as used in endorsing bemdisdesires, and inferential roles, as used in

regulating processes of thoughts. | think we havédé happy with these elements, and we

8 Where rejecting has to be construed as the fiegtist the amending process.



should consider them as those that enter in theepsoof reflective equilibrium. The key idea is
that these elements, once in reflective equilibrioem give us what constitutes the content of a
thought or the meaning of a sentence.

Before saying in what way these elements entegflaative equilibrium, we have to consider
another pair of items that should be contrasteduinversion of this notion. These are, on the
one side, the conceptual roles as used in belrefdlze inferential roles as used in thoughts of
ourselves as individuals and, on the other side rdihes, both of conceptual and of inferential
nature, of other individuals, these other peoplesitered both as actual fellows and abstract
individuals. That is to say, acceptance or rejeci® a public phenomenon, then also other
people have to enter the stage. These two pakteofents, conceptual and inferential roles of
ourselves on the one side and conceptual and miakegoles of other people on the other,
should be coupled and crossed in the following Walien we consider our conceptual roles,
that fix the beliefs we endorse, we should consudleer people’s inferential roles and when we
take under scrutiny their conceptual roles we ghadnsider our inferential roles and vice
versa. It is the reciprocal agreement, or disagesénthat determines whether a conceptual role
is constitutive of the content of a belief or whestlan inferential role is constitutive of the
content of a thought. To present this idea in paralith Goodman’s statement we can say: the
conceptual and inferential roles that are constgudf the content of a belief or of a thought are
those that meet the condition of reflective equilim. To complete the parallelism all the way
down we should consider that conceptual rolesHex lheliefs we endorse and inferential roles
the thoughts we entertain. Consequently we canidenseliefs and thoughts as the proper
elements for the reflective equilibrium, being thdke ones that are recognized in our common
practice of semantic acceptance and rejectiors. ftow possible to set the notion of reflective

equilibrium in details. It goes as follows:

Other people inferences are amended if they yeelaktiefs we are unwilling to accept;

Other people beliefs are rejected if they violaferences we are unwilling to amend.

The inferences and beliefs that are neither amendedejected in a public confrontation are
constitutive of the content of a concept or of a thought. Agalssly, these beliefs and

inferences may be said to be constitutive of thammgy of a word or of a sentence.



Before considering a couple of examples, a gerataafication is needed. | am taking FRS
in the context of an interpretative theory of thiotig ascriptiod. This move is at odd with, for
instance, Block’s construal of FRS. Block thinkattiFRS applies directly to a system of
internal representations, a language of thoughtwever, de Saussure (1922), that can be
considered the father of this theory (see Lepor841®. 193), took it applying to public
linguistic manifestations. It seems to me, theaf #tndorsing FRS does not necessarily imply
endorsing the language of thought hypothesis, andanm be neutral with respect to this issue.
On the contrary, it is admissible that the publ&nifestation of our thoughts can be understood
in terms of FRS, regardless whether this publicifeatation stands on its own or it is the result
of the computational activity of a language of tgou That is, we can consider our thoughts and
beliefs, as they are expressed in sentences dbedc¢hrough the interpretation of behaviour, as
being in functional relations to one another, amdhie same way individuated, an idea already
expressed by Sellars (1963).

It is now time to go back to the definition of mftive equilibrium as applied in the present
context and test it against an example, consideo#d in the positive and in the negative. Take
Putnam’s case of “this is water” said by Anciente€s when looking at one river. If we
exclude referential considerations, how can weue that we are using “water” in the same
sense Ancient Greeks did? Even if, as Block ungesywere not considering content identity but
content similarity, how would we determine thedsg® | argue that similarity can be determined
by looking at those beliefs of the Ancient Greekattdo not violate the inferences we are
unwilling to amend and those inferences of then dloanot yield to beliefs we are unwilling to
accept. These beliefs and inferences are what wehenAncient Greeks share with respect to
the concept [water] and to the conténs is water Those are the beliefs and inferences that are
constitutiveof the content of any thought or concept conceymmter. So, for instance, suppose
that the thoughthis is waterbrings inferentially to the thoughwater flows Because the
inference does not violate any belief we have corniog water, this inferential role can be
considered constitutive. The same applies for &rence of this sort: after having seen many
rivers and having said in each case “This is watee"Ancient Greeks would infer “In all rivers
there is water”.

Let me now explore the example in the negativeseéhat about their belidater is one
of the four simple elements out of which the enime&verse is compos@drhis belief violates

many inferences we are unwilling to amend, sucli teere is water then there is a composed

9 As those espoused by Davidson and Dennett.



entity. In this case, we would say that the belief of Ameient Greek isiot constitutive of the

concept of water. And what about the inferencehef Ancient Greek# there is a river, then
there is a Go@d This would yield a belief we are unwilling to apt, such a&or every river

there is a divinity In this case, we should be ready to abandon timdseences and beliefs,
rejecting them or asking, so to say, the AnciergeRs to revise them. In a word, theserare

constitutive of the concept of rivét.

Generalizing this point, we can say that the bglaafd the inferences that are constitutive of
our concepts and thoughts are those that are shateiave been shared in the sense given by
the above-mentioned construal of reflective equiuim It is this subset of all beliefs and
inferences with respect to any concept or thoutids is constitutive of any content. What is
not shared is part of the culture and the knowleafghe time or of a certain tradition, but it is
not constitutive of the content or meaning. From tbllows that an individual or a society with
which we do not share anything, not even the rolmscerning logical constants, would be
radically unintelligible. Through this method, thewe can individuate those beliefs and
inferences that are constitutive of the contentoof thoughts, or of the meaning of our
sentences, without invoking obscure claims or ti@yaic/synthetic distinction.

An immediate objection could be the following: stmot the case that we do not accept the
belief thatwater is one of the four elements out of which éhére universe is composed
because it yields to an inference we are unwillongmend. Rather, we reject that belief because
it does not agree with all the other beliefs weeéhawoncerning physics and chemistry. This
objection, however, assumes that what scienceisayst entrenched in our linguistic practice.
As if science were out of our language. Moreoverjtas the objection is not in the spirit of
FRS. FRS is the claim that the content of a conoemf a thought is given by its role in the
overall pattern of beliefs and inferences. This msdhat, for instance, it would be impossible to
determine the content of a belief in isolation. Whee consider the acceptability of a belief or
of an inference we are judging how it fits in thiher beliefs and inferences we have. If the
belief considered would yield too many transformiagi in our conceptual and inferential net, in
particular transformations that imply either that aave to accept or to amend something we are
unwilling to do, then this belief is rejected. Thatwhy we have to test other people’s beliefs
and inferences against the epistemic states amggses we endorse.

Another possible objection may use the Twin Eaxhngple. My twin and me are disposed

to have the same beliefs and to draw the samesimdes. Would it follow that we would have

10Because we cannot amend their inferences, we siatyaigdon the premises of the inferences.



the same content? First of all, it should be ndtitet the application of reflective equilibrium
to FRS is particularly devoted to narrow contenattis, content individualistically considered.
But many FR theorists, for instance Block and Harpfeave considered this kind of content as
relative to contexts. In this way, the global contef a thought is given by the narrow content in
a context, context that provides the wide cont8nt.twins would share the narrow content but
not the wide content, hence not sharing contertadly considered.

A final consideration regarding this hypothesis lbow to solve the main difficulties
concerning FRS. The idea of considering other pebpliefs and inferences is what constitute a
practice well entrenched in our cognitive life, e calledfolk psychologyThrough it we are
able to predict and explain other people’s behasiolm recent time, many cognitive scientists
have thought that this practice has a mental copatein a specific module which would
implement a sort otheory of mindlt is this theory that governs the functioningtieé module
making explicit our capacity of being folk psychgistsl. Reflective equilibrium, then, could
be implemented by a theory of mind, giving to tarlgument not only a metaphysical aspect
concerning the condition of individuation for copte and thoughts but also an empirical and
epistemological twist. It gives the identity comaiits according to which we may say whether
two concepts or thoughts are the same or not, dnchvgradient of difference there could be,
and at the same time offers a way for understandavg such individuation condition cold be
rooted in our cognitive capacities. The fact thathsa view integrates the original idea of
Sellars of thoughts as the result of each othatsrpretation with recent theories of psychology
should not come as a surprise, as other (e.g. Resg2004) have shown.

Summing up, | offered a specific way out from soofig¢he troubles that affect FRS. The
most important feature of this approach is thghies us indications onmowto select the beliefs
and inferences that are constitutive of the costehbur thoughts. In this sense, an extension of
this approach to the problem of meaning would beatliand this, | think, is another advantage

of the view.
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