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ABSTRACT

Eliminativism was targeted by transcendental arguments from the first. Three responses to these arguments have emerged from the eliminativist literature—the heart of which is that such arguments are question-begging. These responses are shown to be incompatible with the position—eliminativism—they are meant to defend. Out of these failed responses is developed a general transcendental argument against eliminativism (the 'Paradox of Abandonment'). Eliminativists have anticipated this argument, but their six different attempts to counter it are shown to be separately inadequate, mutually incompatible, and, again, incompatible with the position that they are seeking to defend. 
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6.1
Backwards Intelligibility


6.2roblem specific to this view is that there are dystopias as well as utopias, and backwards intelligibility looks unable to rule them out.


Schizophrenia 


6.3
A Successor Account Of Rationality


6.4
Internal Coherence


6.5
There is never an absolute disagreement anyway—it is on a continuum



And in tentative support of the claim that belief-desire psychology is not the shared, theory-neutral explananda of psychology, but the putative explananda, the theoretical posit of one particular theory, I would cite as evidence the possibility of lucid empirical dispute joined by such characters as Churchland and Fodor. If this dispute were as Churchland sees it as being, a dispute about explananda, it could only go so far before it had to take place by negative, transcendental argument or not at all (Contrast with consciousness).

6.6
Rational Comparison is not Transitive

His struggle with words was unusually painful and this for two reasons. One was the common one with writers of this type: the bridging of the abyss lying between expression and thought; the maddening feeling that the right words, the only words are awaiting you on the opposite bank in the misty distance, and the shudderings of the still unclothed thought clamouring for them on this side of the Abyss. He had no use for ready made phrases because the things he wanted to say were of an exceptional build and he knew moreover that no real idea can be said to exist without the words made to measure. So that (to use a closer simile) the thought which only seemed naked was but pleading for the clothes it wore to become visible, while the words lurking afar were not empty shells as they seemed, but were only waiting for the thought they had already concealed to set them aflame and in motion.

—Nabokov, from: The Real Life Of Sebastian Knight.
1
The Conception of Eliminativism Under Consideration

'Eliminativism' is increasingly used in philosophy, just to say, of a category of things, X, 'X doesn't exist'
. So, in the philosophy of mind, where the term (but not the underlying philosophy) first emerged, it is increasingly used just to refer to any position which says, of things like beliefs, or desires, or consciousness, that these do not exist. This represents a regrettable loosening in usage—one which, fortunately, is by no means yet complete. We have no need of a neologism to say of anything that it doesn't exist; there have always been deflationary reductionists concerned to argue that various things don't exist. Historically, however, eliminativism emerged as one very particular way of saying that (as a first approximation) certain things don't exist: a way of doing this which developed in explicit opposition to reductionism.


Eliminativism developed out of the conviction within the philosophy of science and language—from at least Quine's work onwards—that the reductionists' distinction between the thing to be explained and the theory to explain it could not be sustained. In Hanson's phrasing, all is theory-laden. The entities of which these theories speak—their ontologies—do not have theory-independent status; but also (crucially) the data such theories answer to, be it 'observations', 'introspections', whatever, only has the status of data, of something needing to be accounted for, for that theory. Typically, this philosophy also maintains that methodology is not theory-neutral.


In a reduction of one area, A, (consciousness, say) to another, B, (neurophysiology, say) the data which A sought to account for (pains, say) still has to be accounted for by B (allegedly, according to the philosophers' mythical version of the Gate Control Theory of Pain: C-Fibre Firing) with typically some other advantages—e.g. from parsimony, or completeness—accruing to the B account to urge the reduction. Pains are no more than C-Fibre Firings: pain is identical to, or at least constituted by, such firing, to which it is reduced—say, by bridge laws. The things needing to be explained are trans-theoretic, the successor theory accounts for the same data as the precursor theory, only accounts for it better (e.g. more simply, or with greater explanatory or predictive yield); thus shows that these things reduce to (are no more than) the successor theory's preferred explanans accounts them to be.


In contrast, an elimination of an area, A, takes place when the A account's conception of what the data is, is itself replaced along with the theory
. In an elimination, what the old theory takes itself to have to explain, its explananda are not accounted for by the new, rather, they are replaced together with their explanans. The theories contain their (separate) explananda—and much else besides—these things are not trans-theoretic, but theory-specific; their meaning is embedded within the holistic structure of their theory and is unintelligible from without. This theory theory has in some form been shared by Quine, Feyerabend, Rorty, Hanson, Whorf, Kuhn, and the Churchlands among others
. A consequence of this view's holism is that no component part of a theory is (strictly) reduced by any part of the other, the one theory replaces the other wholesale. After such a replacement, the concepts and categories of the precursor theory cannot be mapped on to the successor theory. Its 'problematic'—what it was trying to explain, why it needed to explain that thing; and its methodology: how it was trying to explain it—are things that no longer make sense, things that have been replaced along with that precursor  theory. If one is to talk of 'reduction', the minimum unit of reduction is the whole theory-framework (paradigm, language, web of belief). The foregoing remarks are meant to be no more than a reminder—one that is, I hope, immediately recognisable—of this well-known philosophy of science and language.


It is just such a framework replacement which a type of bootstrapping naturalism advocates of the explanada of 'Folk Psychology'. 'Folk Psychology' (FP) is held to be a theory in which, among others, the following epistemic and ontological categories have been interlinked into a system: beliefs, desires, consciousness, truth, reference, rationality, sentences, logic, language. All this will go, eliminativism has at various times predicted, to be replaced by a similarly overarching theory framework in which no such categories can be discerned. At various times, this new framework has been supposed to be about to emerge from behaviourism (Quine), functionalism allied to neuroscience (early Chuchlands), and connectionism (late Churchlands).


Considered as a philosophy of science and language as such, the general 'replaced framework' approach just outlined in ellipsis, pre-dates any application to Folk Psychology, but the term 'eliminativism' first began to be applied by the Churchlands, with their use, after Rorty and Feyerabend (ibid), of this general approach against this specific target. Though Folk Psychology is not the only theory-framework to have been targeted for elimination, the debate which surrounds this area is the most articulated and developed of any, so it is with this case we will be looking for structural problems which may emerge for the replaced-framework philosophy: problems with 'eliminativism' as such.

2
Transcendental Arguments and Three Eliminativist Responses

One may oppose the claims of eliminativism
 with constructive, empirical arguments, and many do. However, there is a prima facie question as to how one could put forward a constructive argument to oppose a position that has placed at issue so much of the framework for establishing what used to be thought of as scientific truth—without, that is, begging the question against eliminativism. The eliminativist is likely to be committed to seeing the authority of constructive findings as restricted to the framework which establishes them
. 


So some instead put forward negative, transcendental arguments
. Certain things, such arguments maintain, cannot be debunked, because they are the things needed to do the debunking. Here is a thumbnail illustration of some such arguments, the details of which will not be important for the purposes of this paper:

( One may debunk the existence of our knowledge of an external world by unrestricted doubting, but not the knowledge that one has a self that does the doubting. (Descartes [1637/1981]).

( One may debunk the existence of many things by saying they are false, but not the existence of a truth conditional semantics—for a statement needs truth conditions just to be false. (Boghossian [1990a]
).

( One may debunk the existence of many things by saying they are mere beliefs without epistemic warrant, but not the existence of propositional attitude psychology, which includes beliefs. (Rudder-Baker [1988]).


These are examples of what might be called 'atomic' transcendental arguments, because they seek to place transcendental limits on certain deflations of certain phenomena—just propositional attitudes, say, or just truth conditional semantics. They are not of intrinsic interest to us in opposing eliminativism, for reasons to be given later. What will be of interest are the counter-arguments they provoke from eliminativists. Eliminativism's defenders typically have had a short way with this kind of argument. There are three common responses, here given in outline; they will be expanded upon and attributed shortly.

First Response: 'That's Not An Objection, That's My Thesis'
The eliminativist is committed to a research program, which, if successful, will culminate in a whole new theory, containing within itself replacements of the folk predicates which lead to incoherence: 'is false', 'is merely a belief' etc. One may doubt whether this program will bear fruit, but that is the eliminativist thesis anyway. So to express this thesis with the folk terms eliminativism aspires to eliminate is to beg the question at issue.

Second Response: The Transcendentalist Has Outlawed Reductio Ad Absurdum
The eliminativist is using folk psychological terms merely as a vehicle to bring home to us the falsity of folk psychology—to undermine it from within. To oppose this is (absurdly) to oppose all arguments which start by assuming that which they will eventually reject—e.g. reductio ad absurdum (RAA).

Third Response: The 'Overdrawn' Objection
Any transcendental argument will be far too powerful. These conservative arguments will provide a logically necessary level of protection for whichever theory happens (contingently) to be in use at the time. So, these arguments would have protected a precursor theory to folk psychology against its greatly more powerful successor, just as this theory is now being protected in turn.


The next three sections deal with these three counter-arguments in turn. The final section develops, out of these responses to the eliminativist counter-arguments, a general transcendental argument against eliminativism. 

3
First Eliminativist Response: 'That's Not an Argument, That's My Thesis'
The first of the above counter-arguments occurs in response to the arguments of people like Boghossian and Rudder-Baker sketched above. The eliminativist—say, about propositional attitudes, or content, or rationality, or reference—is  committed to our talk about such things (beliefs, or truth / falsity, or rationality, etc.) being replaced along with the whole interconnected theory structure within which these latter terms are alone held to have meaning. The objections levelled  by Boghossian, Rudder-Baker and the like, attempt to demonstrate that eliminativism cannot effect its replacement of notions like these without using the same notions to effect the replacement. Eliminativism cannot currently be articulated without using some of the terms it holds will be eliminated. 


The counter from eliminativism which is under consideration here, maintains that to hold this to be devastating for eliminativism is to beg the question against it, since such transcendental arguments ignore precisely the content of the thesis, eliminativism, itself: 

Let us concede then, or even insist, that current FP permits no tension-free denial of itself within its own theoretical vocabulary. [...] [A] new psychological framework [...] need have no such limitation ... we need only construct it, and move in. We can then express criticisms of FP that are entirely free of internal conflicts. This was the aim of EM [eliminative materialism] in the first place. (P.M. Churchland [1993], p. 214).

This counter presupposes that we have a thesis—eliminativism, as applied to Folk Psychology—which we antecedently understand and want to put into words. We must choose our words carefully to avoid begging the question. All our current Folk Terms ('is merely a belief', 'is false', 'is irrational', etc.) will lead to contradiction, so to use them to express our eliminativism is to beg the question against it. Thus we must appeal to the yet-to-be, theoretical terms of the future:

If she had that [future semantics] it would be easy for her to use this semantics to give an account of the error thesis [...] Of course, one might argue that no plausible [semantics] [..] is likely to be forthcoming. But that is simply to argue [...] that eliminativism is implausible, which is beside the point of an argument that eliminativism is incoherent. (Devitt [1990], p. 255)
.


Now eliminativism is distinguished as embracing the 'theory' theory: that, contra orthodox reductionism, there is, to use Quine's phrase, no 'fancifully fanciless medium of unvarnished news'—no neutral data, no explanandum as it is in itself, independent of theory. In the light of this, what sense can then be made of such a counter: that eliminativism in itself, the 'idea behind it', before it has a (coherent) theory framework, may cast about for a semantics, a theory-framework, to move into and express itself? The challenge is to ask what anyone who is committed to eliminativism could be doing with this notion of a naked idea, one which transcends any extant theory, searching after a theory that fits.


Faced with this challenge, the claim that 'eliminativism' marks something pellucid prior to the words to coherently express it, must be understood with great caution. If the first counter is to be in any way available to the eliminativist, it can only be because the theory which embeds eliminativism is real enough and extant, but is a tacit and pre-linguistic theory.


So in effect, in making the first, '...that's my thesis' counter, eliminativism must be committed to the following three claims:

3.1 That 'eliminativism' is, in the here-and-now, a component of a fully-formed but tacit theory.

3.2 That the future will provide an explicit theory which replaces folk psychology, which doesn't employ the deflationary terms of folk psychology ('is false', 'is believed').

3.3 That this successor theory will stand in relation to our current, tacit theory, such that it may in some sense express coherently 'eliminativism' as it is understood now—will vindicate this (theory-embedded) notion that we are arguing over now. The anticipated future theory must 'reach back' to what we are talking about, and thinking of, and arguing for, concerning 'eliminativism' in the here and now. Or, put the other way, what we are doing now must make reference to, must stand in an accessibility relation to, this future, explicit, theory, if said thought, talk and argument is to be vindicated against the current appearance of incoherence, by the emergence of that future theory.

3.1
Tacit Theory

With regard to the first of these commitments, that we must have an understanding of 'eliminativism' through tacit theory: Paul Churchland for instance, currently supposes our brains are instantiating a theoretical network—in fact, a neural network—that yields the meaning of 'eliminativism' among other things; but to make explicit what this tacit theory is, requires the neurocomputational research program of the future. (P.M. Churchland, [1989]).


This would be a stronger claim were it not for the fact that eliminativism has, as a meaningful thesis, been presumed able to transcend the abandonment of any current semantics for it over time. Quine's behaviourism is anathema to the Churchlands, as is their own earlier functionalism, but the thesis which these were guesses at implementation devices for (eliminativism per se) is assumed to live on. Suppose connectionism fails to yield the tacit semantics of 'eliminativism' as antecedently understood: will the eliminativists see their erstwhile thesis as having been shown to be meaningless? Presumably not—they didn't in the past—the tacit theory which gives it meaning will be looked for elsewhere.


The problem then, is that it is hard to see what this talk of tacit theory is doing but getting in by the back door, the notion of theory-transcendent data that a group of competing theories—folk psychology, behaviourism, functionalism, connectionism—must try to account for. It looks as if eliminativism is making a similar move to those folk psychologists who oppose the 'theory' theory: They insist that they know they have qualia, for example, and that it is the business of competing theories to account for this, to compete to provide the best explanans for this neutral explanandum. Opposing this, the 'theory' theory claims even this 'data', that it is data, is only so relative to a theory; in the case of qualia, to be eliminated if the theory of folk psychology is not empirically vindicated. (P.M. Churchland [1985]).


The position here seems worse, even, for eliminativism than in the qualia case for folk psychology. For the eliminativist opponents of qualia nevertheless stress that 'qualia' is a meaningful term within folk psychology, and that folk psychology as a theory, exists—the theory is held to have priority over this term, 'qualia', which makes no sense outside of it, the dispute surrounds whether the theory will be vindicated. So, even if folk psychology is replaced overall, eliminativism is committed to 'qualia', 'belief', 'rationality', 'reference' etc. possessing meaning as terms within an eliminated theory, much as for the case of Newtonian terms like 'force', 'mass' etc. (cf. Kuhn [1962]). But in the case of 'eliminativism', the idea is prior, and we cast about for an explicit theory-structure to express it in a way that avoids incoherence (in the case of our transcendental arguments) or the abandonment of the theory (in the case of the eliminativists' march through behaviourism, functionalism, connectionism, etc.). This is just as if the coherent meaning of 'eliminativism' were a trans-theoretic given: something that would be both question begging against the transcendentalist, and inconsistent with the eliminativism that this response is ostensibly seeking to defend.

3.2
Future Theory

Although this counter to the first of the three components of the 'that's my thesis' objection is sufficient to overturn it as a whole, the other two should be considered also. Of these, note that I shall not be taking issue with the second, (that the future may have things not dreamed of in our philosophy). It is no part of the ambit of this paper to provide a transcendental defence of beliefs, desires, truth-conditional semantics, or whatever. This may seem to be conceding eliminativism at a stroke—and certainly it distances this paper from other, more specific transcendental defences of this or that Folk Item. However, if we understand our target as being the 'replaced framework' approach stated above, to make this concession is far from conceding eliminativism as such.

3.3
Vindicating Relationship

For what of the third commitment of the '...that's my thesis' defence? Were the notion of a prior, tacit, handle on 'eliminativism' capable of being motivated, and were the future to provide us with a successor theory, employing its own deflationary terms, still it would have to be shown how we could vindicate the reference—or, epistemically, the rational access—from our current handle on 'eliminativism' to an unknown thing in the future. The future, so to speak, will vindicate itself, but how will our present (admittedly incoherent) statements have been vindicated should the future be thus and so?


This question is especially pointed for eliminativists since they make great play of the fact that the 'theoretical' terms of earlier times such as 'phlogiston', 'witch', 'aether', cannot be regarded ex post facto as making successful reference to a theory-independent reality that we could mark out with other terms embedded in successor theories of chemistry, psychiatry and physics
. These terms' reference is not then vindicated by the successor theory showing that that ('Witch') part of the precursor theory did indeed match up to that ('Disordered Old Woman') part of the theory-independent world, as seen from the standpoint of that ('Dopamine Hypothesis of Schizophrenia') successor theory. The successor theory replaces the precursor theory wholesale, and does not provide a bridge-law reduction of the precursor theory's terms, either to the successor theory's or to a theory-neutral reality. 

What counts as evidence for T0, [..] may appear as so much gobbledegook from the point of view of Tn even though the latter theory reduces the former. (P. M. Churchland [1979], p. 86).


Does eliminativism escape any problems here if it holds that it is not our current, avowedly incoherent
 statements of eliminativism that will be vindicated by the future, but the tacitly understood theory of eliminativism that lies behind them? Quite apart from the unprincipled nature of this assumption of tacit theory—just criticised—there are problems with the notion of ex post facto vindication of reference that are not answered by this account. Possessing a cognitive state which in some sense can be assigned a semantics that matches the future is not sufficient for reference. To make this point, consider an analogy drawn with scientific methodology: I may set up a study with many variables permitting, say, 100 different—realistically possible—hypotheses concerning relationships between these variables. I punch my results into a computer statistics package and get, say, 5 hypotheses that are 'significant at the 5% level'—meaning, likely a priori to be due to chance only 5% of the time (the lowest level which custom dictates may be published as significant in statistical work within the scientific community). But there were 100 hypotheses each with the a priori likelihood of a false positive (a 'type one error') 5% of the time. We would predict 5 'significant' results anyway—which is to say there are no significant results from these data. We did not specify what we were testing for a priori, we trawled for a 'significant' result ex post facto. 


On what basis then, can 'eliminativism' be presumed to be a term, currently tacitly-possessed, whose reference is to something now-hidden in an explicit theory yet to come? How can the future, however it turns out, be capable of vindicating a cognitive state that is only ex post facto capable of being interpreted as a coherent prediction-about or reference-to that future? What barriers would there then be against any number of my cognitive states being taken to be referring to some notion embedded within some future theory that quite passes my current understanding?


Eliminativist attempts to meet the challenges of this third commitment, have involved pointing out that reference, rational connection, and so on, are (to be eliminated) folk terms themselves. So doubting whether a presently incoherent statement of eliminativism can stand in a relation of reference to the future deflationary predicates it needs, is met by another '..that's just my thesis' response. The eliminativist's thesis is that a successor to the notion of 'reference' will emerge, and a successor to 'rational grounds for belief', so it is question-begging to attempt to develop transcendental problems of reference, rationality etc. for this view
. Such a response regressively defers meeting this challenge. Further, were such responses capable of saving eliminativism from being convicted of logical incoherence, this would be at the expense of not giving us a thesis to evaluate for coherence at all.


This deals with the first ('That’s my thesis') response to the kind of transcendental arguments given above.  What of the second?

4
Second Eliminativist Response: Reductio Ad Absurdum
The second, 'Reductio Ad Absurdum' (RAA) counter to transcendental arguments against eliminativism is here given expression by Paul Churchland:

Logically, the situation is entirely four-square. Assume Q (the framework of FP assumptions); argue legitimately from Q and other empirical premises to the conclusion that not-Q; and then conclude not-Q by the principle of reductio ad absurdum [...] If the 'self-defeating' objection were correct in this instance, it would signal a blanket refutation of all formal reductios, because they all presuppose what they are trying to deny'. (P.M. Churchland [1993] p. 214).

There are several strange things about this response. One is that the Churchlands' eliminativism has never sought after anything like a formal refutation of FP—it has claimed to seek after its abandonment through scientific advance. There is of course a philosophy of science which holds that such advance can always be re-described formally (the deductive-nomological model of explanation) but that is precisely the positivist-reductionist model of science which eliminativism sets itself against. One assumes then, that talk of 'formal' reductio is infelicitous here: Churchland's claim, which we can read on behalf of the 'replaced framework' philosophy of science and language generally, is that the eliminativist is working within the precursor framework to establish that it is, by its own standards of (partly logical, but largely methodological) compulsion in a state of tension (there is much Kuhnian work to this effect regarding the history of physics). According to its own, internal, standards of logical and extra-logical constraint, it is in trouble. The eliminativist is merely the messenger who points this out, it is not his defeat he demonstrates, for he is the bellwether of a future theory-framework, with its own, internal, standards of logical and extra-logical constraint in turn.


As an aside, it is hard to resist correcting Churchland's reductio here. Surely the correct scheme is this: He holds there are no beliefs (-Q) on the assumption that eliminativism is true (E), or: i) E -->‑Q. And on his assumption that eliminativism is true he believes this: ii) E -->Q. But then we get iii) E --> (Q & -Q), hence, by RAA, -E!

This illustrates an important point. What is at issue between folk psychology and eliminativism is not simply a number of disputed empirical assumptions—'premises' in the sense used in First-Order Logic—to which the two parties apply a mutually shared set of rules of transformation, or canons of scientific method, or rationality. The rules of transformation between states of the theory (its 'logic', its methodology, its conception of rationality) are precisely not shared between theory-frameworks—any more than are their conceptions of the data. Surprisingly, since he makes this RAA counter, Churchland has precisely acknowledged in a number of places that eliminativism cannot leave logic untouched (P.M. Churchland [1979], [1981]). This is not a concession which can be taken as idiosyncratic to his position, it is intrinsic to this 'theory-framework' philosophy as such: the rejection of an old-style reductionism was of a piece with the rejection of a fundamental, radical, distinction between the logic of a theory and the empirical data it is applied to (recall, there were two dogmas of empiricism). Of considerable importance to understanding Quine's 'web of belief' holistic naturalism, and indeed any kind of holistic-pragmatist epistemology, is that such views do not, with the foundationalist, assume an external, trans-theoretic conception of coherence, of logic, of analyticity, of normative-epistemic constraint, and so on. They get these within their theory-framework; (e.g. Quine [1981]).


What is at issue between eliminativism and folk psychology is not differing theories to be evaluated against a shared data set. Nor are such to be evaluated against the framework of a shared logic—including rules of inference like RAA, or (here) the informal, methodological or formal-theoretical analogue of such. Eliminativism conceives of its dispute with folk psychology as being between two frameworks which contain, internal to themselves, their own logic, their own conception of 'coherence', their own account of rationality and consistency. Eliminativism is generally quite explicit on this. But then, eliminativism will urge the rejection of folk psychology with a logical, methodological, or epistemological species of constraint that it, eliminativism, will be abandoning along with the framework of folk psychology. To take Churchland's (inaptly formal) example of RAA: RAA is a part of the logical fabric by which we may urge the abandonment of empirical premises—how can it urge its own abandonment? With the abandonment of RAA is simultaneously abandoned any reason to abandon it. And likewise for any inductive or deductive logic or principles of methodology—whether implicit or explicit—that are liable to be overthrown by the rejection of our existing framework of meaning, reference, rationality, language, and the rest.

5
Third Eliminativist Response: The 'Overdrawn' Objection
Finally, of the three defences of eliminativism against the atomic transcendental arguments, consider the 'overdrawn' objection—that transcendental arguments will provide a facile defence of any position which happens to be current. Consider an argument by analogy deployed by Churchland—the example of some imagined Pre-Folk with a set of (unspecified) 'Gruntal Attitudes', whom he envisages transcendentally arguing to the effect that it would be incoherent for them to be convinced by the Folk in the vanguard of the propositional attitude revolution. (P.M. Churchland [1993]; see also Nagel [1986] pp. 95-98). As from Grunters to Folk, so Folk to Über-Volk, the argument goes.

The opponent of eliminativism has of course placed in question precisely the conception of successive overarching theory frameworks which this argument is presupposing in order to make its point; but quite apart from that, there is reason to doubt the coherence of this thought experiment. The reason for doubting its coherence is much as for the reason Wittgenstein cast doubt on the Augustinian thought experiment at the start of the Investigations: The whole fabric of the grunters' envisaged transcendental argument presupposes the argumentative and expressive power to represent at least the 'theory' theory, the notion of rational acceptance, of a transcendental argument, and so on. It is hard to see then, what in the new theory framework they were envisaged as opposing that they didn't have already—unless it were merely a less guttural phonetics.


Generally, in regard to eliminativism's attempts to articulate itself, the following point deserves to be made. No putative philosophy can be allowed to define itself in the following way: A general opposition to a domain (say, to 'Folk Politics'—the social and political world as currently conceived) yet without endorsing any existing critique of that domain (say anarchism); preferring rather, to say that the whole Weltanschauung will be replaced, then to have not only the claim that it will be replaced needing to be vindicated ex post facto, but what is meant by the claim that it will be replaced to be vindicated ex post facto also. Whether conceptually or empirically nothing could falsify such a claim, for nothing can make intelligible what the content of such a claim is. It is perhaps for this reason that the eliminativist thesis so readily, so naturally, collapses in discussion to the tacit position merely that a category of thing, X, doesn't exist. If 'eliminativism' were not (charitably) allowed to collapse thus, it is hard to see how discussion could proceed at all.


The weakness of the type of 'atomic' transcendental arguments exemplified by Boghossian and Rudder-Baker does not lie in any of the three eliminativist objections to them as stated. It lies with these being atomic arguments employed against a radically holistic thesis. These arguments will only work if the particular deflationary predicate in question (Boghossian's 'is false', Rudder-Baker's 'is believed') has to be used to deflate that putative item. However, at least in the case of a truth-conditional semantics, there is already a candidate deflation (reduction) not employing the predicates that are held to lead to incoherence: in this particular case, the predicates 'is true / false' being dispensed with in favour of a verificationist semantics. The target of these atomic transcendental arguments then, is too close to being 'eliminativism' as jargon for 'this [specific] thing doesn't exist'. 'Eliminativism' should rather apply to the replacement of one whole framework by another—where as a consequence of that grand holistic replacement, items recognised by the precursor framework are not intelligible within the successor framework.


The eliminativists' difficulties in formulating an effective response to even these (atomic) transcendental arguments, is, however, suggestive of a problem with their 'theory' theory as a holistic thesis, thus with eliminativism as a philosophy as such. This problem can now be made plain.

6
The Paradox of Abandonment and Six Eliminativist Counters

As mentioned, eliminativism holds that the data to be accounted for are located within the theory. We don't account for, say, consciousness, or belief, or reference, or rationality, with a different theory of that phenomenon. Rather, we end up within a theory whereby such phenomena have ceased to be intelligible as categories requiring to be explained. The perceived need to account for these things has gone, replaced along with the theory of them that alone gave them sense.


What now obliges one to abandon a theory, or warrants moving to a new theory
? The reductionists have an answer here. They say that one abandons a predecessor theory when it doesn't account for the data, the things in nature, the phenomena, as well as the successor does. Surely there is something to this. A dissatisfaction with the way a phenomenon is explained by a theory, relative to some theory more nearly adequate at explaining that phenomenon, will exert some rational pressure to change the theory, or at least to search for a better one. But for the eliminativist, how can a dissatisfaction with our ignorance of, say, consciousness, or rationality, or propositional attitudes, warrant moving to a theory wherein avowedly there will be no account of that phenomenon at all? The explanandum is, according to the 'theory' theory, internal to that theory; if so, however bad the theory is at accounting for its explanandum, how is there any pressure to change at all? That is, how can the inadequacy of a poor account by A of x, require a change to B whereby there is not even a poor account of x—there is no account? 


But it is not only the phenomena, the explananda, the ontology, the things needing to be accounted for, which eliminativism holds to be restricted within a theory-framework, and thus which may generate such a paradox of abandonment. Eliminativism generally denies that the normativity (Quine: 'ideology') which urges the abandonment of a position to be something that is trans-theoretic. So, versions of eliminativism hold that explanation, meaning, methodology (inductive and deductive), reference, rationality and the like are themselves contained within theory-frameworks (or: paradigms—Kuhn; languages—Whorf; the web of belief—Quine). Note that the objection to the Reductio ad Absurdum counter given above, was just this 'paradox of abandonment' point as applied to logic—which is also, according to eliminativism, located within the theory. So, in the case of a position (such as Quine's or the Churchlands') where logic is relativised to a framework, a Quinean 'web': how can the logic of framework A, logically compel us to abandon the logic of framework A—say, for that of framework B, where that species of normativity, of A-framework logical compulsion, has no application? Any position which holds a major normative 'kind' to be intra-perspectival, that is, to be restricted within a theory-framework, paradigm, language, etc. and which urges abandonment of one such theory-framework for another, must account for how it is possible for that abandonment to be warranted. What is the normative 'kind' that justifies the abandonment of framework A for framework B? Where, within which framework, is it located?


Eliminativists have recognised that this 'paradox of abandonment' objection—in whichever form—creates a problem for them, and have made, on various occasions, the following responses to it.

6.1
Backwards Intelligibility
There is no rational reason to move to a new theory—we just do this—but once we are within the new theory, we can appraise the old theory 'with the benefit of hindsight', and see the advantages it enjoys over the old.

From the perspective of the newer theory [..] it is plain there simply are no law-governed states of the kind FP postulates (P.M. Churchland [1981] p. 85)
.

6.2roblem specific to this view is that there are dystopias as well as utopias, and backwards intelligibility looks unable to rule them out.


Schizophrenia 

We internalise the two theories and switch between them at our convenience, appraising the earlier from within the later and vice versa. With both theories internalised, we can compare their relative merits.

The first requirement, of course, is that one learn the intensional structure of the alien framework [...] Argument and criticism can then be conducted within the other framework in unproblematic fashion. [..] The result is two simultaneous internal evaluations of two comprehensive alternatives competing for our commitment (P.M. Churchland [1979] p. 78)
.

It should be agreed that we can, sometimes with difficulty, compare accounts forward and backward as these suggest; this is not a psychological barrier—not an insurmountable one anyway. But to compare two positions surely requires an overarching position from which the comparison takes place (a point sometimes carelessly conceded). To the extent that these comparisons do take place then, we are not trapped within theories with no neutral explananda or logic between them. It is hard to see, that is, how the possibility of either 'schizophrenia' or backwards intelligibility, does other than to vindicate by transcendental argument, the possibility of an overarching framework, whatever it is, within which an evaluation of these competing theories takes place.

6.3
A Successor Account Of Rationality
There will, in the future, appear a successor account of rationality within which we can solve the Paradox Of Abandonment.

[T]he conditions for rationally preferring one theory to another have not, notoriously, been worked out (Kuhn 1962). Moreover, it is my view that it they will not be well understood until we have a much more complete account of what the mind-brain is doing in virtue of which it constructs theories, and of what rationality of mind-brain processing really consists in. Clearly, therefore, although my account of intertheoretic reduction should be supplemented by a theory of rationality, we shall nonetheless have to make do with an inchoate understanding of rationality, which is all we have until neuroscience and psychology yield a more complete theory of mind-brain function (P.S. Churchland  [1986] p.283).

As was the case with the 'successor account of reference' point in section 3.3 above, this seems a radically overdrawn response—little more than an act of faith. Besides which, it recapitulates the problem: why accept that successor account of rationality, or regard it as an account of rationality at all? The use of gestures here ('rationality**') is not a harmless expository device, but an illicit fudge over a point of great difficulty for the theory, since it is defining for eliminativism that, contra reductionism, it holds there to be no such bridging identities. 

6.4
Internal Coherence
In a response that is apparently counter to the presuppositions of the first two suggestions (backwards compatibilism and schizophrenia) it is accepted that one cannot compare how well, say a propositional attitude psychology does as compared to its eliminative successor in regard to a neutral body of data. But one may look inside each theory, just to see how coherent and consistent each is by its own lights, then to rationally prefer the most internally coherent one.

[T]he choice is made not on the relative happiness of the epistemic relations [the two theory-frameworks] bear to some specific convictions we both share [..] for in the radical case at issue we share no such thing. The choice is made rather on grounds of the relative 'internal' virtues of the two alternative frameworks: on their inductive coherence, their explanatory unity, their informational richness, and suchlike (somehow understood). (P.M. Churchland [1979] p. 78).


The problem here is not the classic question-begging objection to coherentism, that it could sanction two equally coherent but radically incommensurable accounts. The problem is the one encountered earlier in considering the RAA point: There is no space on this view for a theory-neutral account of coherence, and to take two proprietary, internal accounts of coherence and compare them, transcendentally presupposes an overarching framework for comparison that the theory (represented by the first part of the quotation) opposes. 

6.5
There is never an absolute disagreement anyway—it is on a continuum

This is a strong point, but it is not clear how it argues in favour of eliminativism as defined above. Surely eliminativism cannot be the thesis that there is a lot of radical disagreement between theories in philosophy or science. What makes eliminativism a startling, and also an interesting thesis, is that it claims to be disputing whether there is a shared body of explananda for comparison (or a shared body of logic within which such comparison can take place). One may allow that some minor disagreement is possible over shared explananda or logic and let it be vague how much. Akin to a transcendental limit on any argument for scepticism from illusion (Lucretius [1947] #469-521), one may allow that any one explanandum could be disputed, without allowing that it be intelligible that they all could be—or enough could be to engender problems of the rational abandonment of a theory. Pointing out that disagreement takes place on a continuum seems compatible with this view.


Can one rationally argue for or against a conception of the fundamental explananda in any area—say, psychology? It was already claimed that any such argument could not be constructive—empirical, scientific. Yet in the case of the dispute about belief-desire psychology between people like Churchland and Fodor, each party to the dispute makes great play of the fact that they are using empirical, naturalistic, arguments. What should be concluded from this?


There is a rational disagreement here, but I suggest that to the extent there is, there is a shared framework which implies that this disagreement is less radical than its protagonists suppose, for the data of disagreement between such figures is substantially shared. That is, beliefs and desires, or truth-conditional semantics, may well neither need nor have available to them, a transcendental defence—it may well be that the issues here are constructive. But were that so, it could only be because eliminativism as a philosophy of grand holistic replacement, of framework unintelligibility, was already false. There is no other sense of 'eliminativism' which concerns this paper. Now, in regard to this sense of 'eliminativism', is it plausible that Churchland and Fodor should be our discipline's ne plus ultra of radical, framework, disagreement? They and their followers are, after all, arguing points in the same journals, within broadly the same (under-scrutinised) naturalistic assumptions, over the same experimental and conceptual evidence for or against their views. It is not credible that this should be the 'theory' theory's conception of what really radical disagreement is, thus it is not credible that what is found in this case is a true 'clashing of frameworks' that is both rational and constructive.


And in tentative support of the claim that belief-desire psychology is not the shared, theory-neutral explananda of psychology, but the putative explananda, the theoretical posit of one particular theory, I would cite as evidence the possibility of lucid empirical dispute joined by such characters as Churchland and Fodor. If this dispute were as Churchland sees it as being, a dispute about explananda, it could only go so far before it had to take place by negative, transcendental argument or not at all (Contrast with consciousness).

6.6
Rational Comparison is not Transitive
Disagreement over data and logic, as the last point stressed, exists on a continuum. It may be rational for me to abandon theory a for theory b, because these share just enough of a conception of the same explananda for me to recognise a rational reason ('R') to switch. It may then be rational for me (or rather my successors) to abandon theory b for theory c, because these share just enough of a conception of the same explananda likewise. But there might be no rational reason for me to switch from a to c for these might share none of the same explananda. So, aRb, bRc, but not aRc.[ONE POINT THAT COULD BE MADE, IS THAT WHY SUPPOSE THAT IT IS RATIONAL TO CHANGE FROM a TO c THEN? AFTER ALL, IN MAKING THE INDIVIDUAL CHANGES aRb, bRc, YOU WERE SURVEYING LESS OF THE DATA SET].

This is the strongest of these points. Davidson ([1974] has a line against it when applied to translation, that I do not feel altogether happy with
. Put into the language of rationality, this is that we must be able to conceive that it is rational for to abandon a for b and that it is rational to abandon b for c, both in regard to their shared conception of the explananda, and their shared conception of rationality per se. Thus we must still have transcendental limits on the abandonment of folk psychology or any other theory. As a point against it being synchronically rational for me to abandon a for c (i.e. where a, b, c, are all before me) this may be sound, but this argument is surely appealing to rational change over time: that what isn't synchronically rational is nevertheless diachronically rational.


Admittedly, the notion of rationality as being diachronic is a dubious one—as the epistemic internalists argue, there is a sense in which rationality, if it is to regulate thought, must be a  'presentist' notion (c.f. e.g. Foley [1993]). The nagging dissatisfaction with this line is that, however dubious is the notion of 'diachronic rationality', there does seem to be a point here. It may be that a controlled surrender to it is advisable. We may suppose, perhaps, that there are not clear barriers between different senses of 'possible'—metaphysical possibility shading into epistemic possibility shading into 'imaginable', and weaker senses of 'possible' still—say, some of the species of 'possible' suggested by things we felt we could imagine doing in a dream.


This intransitivity argument, and even some of the weaker arguments—for example, from the notion of a future account of rationality—establish that any given putative elimination might be at least 'dream possible', I suggest. Popper accorded metaphysics the status of supplying science with a source of untestable ideas, to slowly turn into testable hypotheses. I don't wish to endorse that as an account of the value of metaphysics, but by analogy we can perhaps see within philosophy alone, the value of some wild and not wholly coherent conceits as crystallising over time into things possessed of a higher degree of possibility. Even if this were to occur however, it might be a pyrrhic victory for eliminativism.


As was emphasised with the '5% level' point above, the future will vindicate itself, but it won't necessarily vindicate any statement of ours into that future—either in terms of truth or reference or rationality or belief—and especially not, given that by hypothesis, we will need ex post facto vindication not for these things themselves (truth, reference, rationality etc.) but for the dubiously motivated notion of the successors to these terms.


To the extent there is from now, a lack of epistemic or semantic access to a thesis, to that extent the future inhabitants of the causal successor to that 'thesis' (those noises) may choose to regard it not as a tacit precursor of something that was vindicated ex post facto, but a stage in the slow evolution of some quite other thesis that cannot meaningfully be attributed to the eliminativist at all—or perhaps can, and is not vindicated. The imagined possibility of a chain of successor theories does not defend any given eliminativism, unless it can be shown that that particular eliminativism is now making access to a theory at the end of that chain. Even the most astonishing progress in science will not vindicate as being really coherent, a currently incoherent statement, or incoherent thought. It may show a subsequent thesis, embedded within a quite other theory-framework is coherent—but so what for that? The future may of course be radically unlike the past, but that is not a statement of eliminativism. There is not yet a reason to suppose that any proposed elimination will be regarded by posterity as more coherent than it can be made now. Some quite other, future, position which passes our current understanding may be wholly startling and coherent—and anyone who cares about intellectual progress will greatly hope so—but it is no philosophy of science to say this, and no defence of any position to do so.


Eliminativists have a tendency to see themselves as prophets of a future age. They should bear in mind that all prophets are without honour in their own country.
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Notes

� This assumption is very common in general discussion. For examples in print see Devitt ([1990]); Devitt & Rey ([1991]). They are responding to Paul Boghossian ([1990a], [1990b]) who (worryingly) seems to accept their terms for the debate—the notion that 'eliminativism' about anything is just the claim that the thing doesn't exist.


� And two further things: each account's conception of the 'other advantages' which urge the replacement, and the logic (inductive or deductive) internal to each account—see below. 


� 'Eliminativism' would be of no interest as a position, a philosophy of science as such (i.e. independent of what was being eliminated) were it merely jargon for 'doesn't exist'. So prevalent is the Folk Belief that 'eliminativism' is little more than this, that my gloss on it can be read as idiosyncratic and stipulative if necessary to forestall objections, but really it isn't at all. Explicit and unambiguous statements of the position as given are ubiquitous in the work of all the thinkers listed—for example: 'To the extent that the new theory substantially displaces the old, there is a reconfiguring of what needs to be explained. Previous consensus on the explananda dissolves, and new explananda, conceived within the framework of the new theory, come to dominate research'. P.S. Churchland ([1986], p. 292). See also, e.g. the following: W.V. Quine ([1969], [1960]; Quine & Ullian ([1978]); N.R. Hanson ([1958]); Paul Feyerabend ([1963a], [1963b], [1975]); Thomas Kuhn ([1962]); Richard Rorty ([1965]). 


� In what follows, 'eliminativism' serves both as a term for the generic type of 'replaced framework' philosophy as alluded to above; and as a term for this or that particular application of that generic philosophy—say, as henceforth in this paper, for the worked example where the precursor framework is 'Folk Psychology'. Any elision between these two usages should be harmless, since I will be seeking to establish that problems with instances of the latter point up structural problems with the former. What would be dangerous would be a confusion with the sense of 'eliminativism' eschewed in footnotes 1 and 3, where it is applied to some entity or group of entities, X, just to mean 'X doesn't exist'. I nowhere use the term in this sense.


� This is the same issue as arises with straight relativism: how can we justify with constructive arguments—within 'our' science, 'our' rationality 'our' ethics etc.—that, contra the relativist / eliminativist, aspects of our thought are universal? We will be 'establishing' with, say, our science, that our science is correct.


� Eliminativists, as will be seen, claim these negative, transcendental, arguments also beg the question against their thesis. If I am right about the difficulty of using constructive arguments, then eliminativism appears to be a difficult thesis to argue against without begging the question.


� Boghossian cites the Cartesian Cogito as an example of a transcendental argument against eliminativism.


� Devitt is here defending eliminativism against Boghossian's ([1990a]) attempted transcendental argument.


� This point is explicit and laboured throughout the eliminativist literature. Adrian Cussins quite misses this point as it is made by the eliminativists he is trying to defend, when he says: 'Witches are alive and well on the streets of London [..] their elimination would land one in jail [..] Rather it is a witch-theory-of-schizophrenia etc. which is abandoned in favour of a medical theory'. (Cussins [1993], p. 235). A theory of schizophrenia is automatically a medical theory, and on an eliminativist picture of things cannot have a 'Witch Theory' (or a non-medical, anti-psychiatric model) applied to it (to what?). There may be some excuse for Cussins in that the Churchlands in particular, while stressing the radical theory-dependence of all terms and ontology when giving an exposition of their revolutionary theory—eliminativism as such—frequently retrench to an unrecognisably distinct, conservative position for the purpose of claiming they are being straw-manned: something like 'eliminativism' as the claim that there isn’t a language of thought. 


� Churchland here cites the Kuhnian example of the change from classical mechanics to special relativity.


� 'These and other "pragmatic paradoxes" [transcendental arguments] do indeed attend the eliminativist's current position. But they signal only the depth and far-reaching character of the conceptual revolution that EM would have us contemplate, not some flaw within EM itself.' (P.M. Churchland [1993], p. 214).


� See the quotation in section 6.3 below, or Paul Churchland, when he says: 'If eliminative materialism is true, then meaningfulness must have some different source. To insist on the old source is to insist on the very framework at issue.' (P.M. Churchland [1985] p. 48). In providing an exposition of eliminativism he also makes reference to 'what is now thought of as cognitive activity', saying that a 'form of language far more sophisticated than 'natural' language, though decidedly alien in its syntactic and semantic structures could also be learned and used by our innate systems'. (P.M. Churchland [1981], pp 84, 86). 


� It should be clear that this is a normative, not a psychological question.


� Note the conflict with the quote flagged by F.N. 10 above.


� The misuse of the term 'schizophrenia' is not my own. See Hume, Treatise Bk. 1, Part 4, Section 1, last paragraph, for an argument that appears similar to this 'schizophrenia' move. Though more subtle, I think it fares no better.


� C.f. P.M. Churchland,  ([1985] p. 48), and passim in Quine.


� For objections see Nagel [1986] pp. 95-98.





