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Accepting the Consequences of Anti-individualism

MicHAEL McKINSEY

The characteristic thesis of anti-individualism is that certain de dicto
cognitive attitude predicates such as ‘is thinking that water is wet’ express
‘wide’ psychological properties — properties, that is, whose possession
‘presupposes’ or ‘necessarily depends upon’ the existence of objects that
are external relative to the person to whom the properties are ascribed. In
my paper ‘Anti-Individualism and Privileged Access’ [6], I argued that
contrary to the claims of Burge [3], the characteristic thesis of anti-individ-
ualism is inconsistent with the Cartesian idea that we each have privileged
access to the contents of our thoughts.

In his reply to my paper, Anthony Brueckner [1] claims that my criticism
is wrong because it is based on a simple misunderstanding of Burge (pp.
111, 114, and 116, note 5). My argument relied on my contention that the
anti-individualist’s notion of ‘necessary dependence’ should be understood
as logical, or conceptual, implication. Brueckner claims that this is wrong.
The anti-individualist’s notion of necessary dependence, he says, is much
weaker than conceptual implication (p. 114). Brueckner’s opinion was
quickly seconded by Warfield [9], who claims repeatedly (pp. 232-33) that
‘Brueckner has refuted McKinsey’.

Although Brueckner is unclear about what he thinks the notion of neces-
sary dependence is supposed to be, his considered view seems to be that
necessary dependence should be interpreted as metaphysical dependence
(p. 116). But if so, then it seems that, contrary to Brueckner’s claims, I did
not misunderstand Burge after all. For one of the points that I was most
concerned to make in my paper was that Burge’s argument in [3] for the
consistency of anti-individualism and privileged access tacitly (and illegiti-
mately) identifies the anti-individualist’s notion of necessary dependence
with that of metaphysical dependence (see [6], pp. 12-13). Since this is an
interpretation of Burge to which Brueckner himself is committed, he is
wrong to claim that my main mistake was that of not understanding what
Burge really had in mind. Again, an interpretation of Burge that Brueckner
endorses is an interpretation that I myself took (laborious) pains to empha-
size in my paper.

Moreover, by resting his whole case merely on the claim that I misunder-
stood Burge, Brueckner neglects the fact that I gave an argument for the
conclusion that the anti-individualist’s notion of necessary dependence
should be interpreted as conceptual implication ([6], pp. 13-14). For (I
argued), interpreting the notion as metaphysical dependence results in a
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version of anti-individualism that is quite trivial and that most individual-
ists would not wish to deny.

The main point of my paper can be put in the form of a dilemma that
faces anti-individualists like Burge who also want to endorse privileged
access. Either the anti-individualist’s notion of necessary dependence is
construed as metaphysical entailment or it is construed as conceptual
implication. On the first alternative, the anti-individualist achieves consist-
ency with privileged access all right, but the cost of this advantage is that
anti-individualism becomes a trivial view that most individualists would
gladly accept. On the second alternative, anti-individualism becomes an
interesting and controversial view, but the cost of this advantage is the
inconsistency of anti-individualism with privileged access. Thus anti-
individualism is an interesting, non-trivial view only if it is inconsistent
with privileged access.

Brueckner sees that the second horn of my dilemma leads to inconsist-
ency with privileged access. But his reaction is just to grasp the dilemma’s
first horn, thus ignoring my argument that this alternative turns anti-
individualism into a trivial, uninteresting view.

In the latter argument, I considered the following special case of the kind
of claim that the anti-individualist marshals in favour of his general view:

(2) The proposition that Oscar is thinking that water is wet necessarily
depends upon E,

where the variable ‘E’ stands in for whatever ‘external proposition’ it is
whose ‘presupposition’ is supposed (according to anti-individualism) to
make Oscar’s thought that water is wet a wide state. If the notion of neces-
sary dependence in (2) is interpreted as metaphysical dependence, then (2)
becomes

(2a) The proposition that Oscar is thinking that water is wet meta-
physically entails E.

Now in order for a claim like (2a) to be at all relevant to anti-individ-
ualism, we must interpret ‘wide state’ to mean ‘state that metaphysically
entails the existence of objects external to the person in the state’. But
then, as I argued in my paper, the resulting version of (the characteristic
thesis of) anti-individualism is quite trivial and uninteresting ([6], pp.
13-14).

For as I pointed out, given certain materialistic assumptions that are
pretty widely held, it is plausible to believe that probably every psycholog-
ical state (of whatever sort, de dicto or otherwise) is metaphysically
dependent on the existence of external objects. Thus, on the present inter-
pretation of ‘wide state’, probably every psychological state is wide, and
the concept of a narrow state would have no application at all.
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The consideration I used in my paper was that every human’s existence
metaphysically depends on the existence of that human’s biological
parents; but similarly, we could also consider each human’s metaphysical
dependence on the sperm and egg cells from which that human developed,
on the existence of DNA, on the existence of complex protein molecules,
and so on.! Clearly, given this consideration, any human person’s being in
any psychological state will metaphysically depend on the existence of
physical objects external to that person. But more generally, if you are a
materialist, it should seem exceedingly implausible to you that any being
of any sort could possibly be in any psychological state, in the absence of
other physical objects distinct from that being.?

Thus if the anti-individualist adopts a sense of ‘wide state’ according to
which metaphysical entailment of external objects is sufficient for a state
to be wide, then it turns out that absolutely every psychological state will
be wide, no matter how ‘narrow’ that state might intuitively have
appeared. This in turn has the effect of trivializing the characteristic thesis
of anti-individualism. This thesis says that many de dicto ascribed
thoughts, such as the thought that water is wet, are wide states. But on the
metaphysical interpretation of ‘wide’, this thesis would say nothing about,
say, the thought that water is wet that is not also true of even the most intu-
itively narrow of states, with the most intuitively narrow of contents, such
as the thought that 2 + 2 = 4. A thesis of this kind makes no interesting
distinction among psychological states and is thus of no interest to the
philosophy of mind.

Before concluding, I would like to respond to a possible objection to my
‘trivialization’ argument that might be suggested by some of Brueckner’s
remarks.

The objection goes as follows. An anti-individualist who utilizes the
notion of metaphysical dependency will claim that having the thought, say,
that water is wet metaphysically depends upon some content-specific envi-
ronmental condition E. But surely, McKinsey’s trivialization argument is just
irrelevant to any such claim. It may indeed be true, say, that Oscar’s thinking
that water is wet metaphysically depends on the existence of Oscar’s biolog-
ical parents. But since the existence of Oscar’s parents has nothing to do
with the specific content of Oscar’s thought, the anti-individualist’s claim
about the content of this thought has not been shown to be trivial.

This objection is simply an ignoratio elenchi. I did not argue for the
conclusion that any specific anti-individualist claims about content are
made trivial by adopting the notion of metaphysical dependency. Rather,

1 This general sort of consideration is of course due to Kripke (see [5], pp. 312-314).
The example of DNA is used by Heil [4], p. 166.

2 See my discussion in [7], pp. 148-151.
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the conclusion of my argument is that the characteristic thesis of anti-indi-
vidualism is made trivial by adopting this notion. Again, the characteristic
thesis says that many de dicto-ascribed thoughts are wide states. But if this
thesis is understood in terms of metaphysical dependence, then it must
mean something like ‘Many de dicto ascribed thoughts metaphysically
depend upon the existence of objects external to the thinker’. And it is this
thesis that my argument shows is trivial.

Perhaps a defender of (metaphysical) anti-individualism who notes that
my argument does not directly affect any specific anti-individualist claims
about content might simply grant my point that the metaphysical version
of the characteristic thesis is trivial, while insisting that the philosophical
interest of anti-individualism lies in its specific claims about the metaphys-
ical dependency of content upon external facts. But I fail to see how a
specific claim about content could be philosophically interesting just in itself,
apart from any support that the claim might give to at least some form of
generalization. What, for instance, would be the intrinsic philosophical
interest of the claim that one’s thought that water is wet necessarily depends
upon, say, the existence of H,O? Surely, this claim is not interesting just in
itself. Rather, it is interesting because it seems to support the denial of a
general philosophical view that has been commonly assumed since
Descartes, namely, the view that facts about the contents of one’s thoughts
are independent of any contingent facts about the external world.

My point of view is I think clearly supported by the actual practice of
anti-individualists, who themselves invariably stress the philosophical
significance of their specific claims about content by alluding to these
claims’ support of some version of the characteristic thesis. For example,
in [2] Burge sums up his anti-individualist conclusion by saying, ‘In some
instances, an individual’s having certain de dicto attitudes entails the exist-
ence of entities other than himself and his attitude contents’ (p. 117,
Burge’s emphasis). Earlier in this same article, Burge (explicitly following
Putnam [8]) characterizes the sense of entailment in question as logical
entailment ([2], p. 108). But in his later attempt in [3] to reconcile anti-
individualism and privileged access, Burge apparently abandons logical
entailment in favour of metaphysical entailment. My point is simple:
there is a serious price to pay for this way of reconciling anti-individualism
and privileged access; the price is the trivialization of the anti-individual-
ist’s characteristic thesis. A further effect is that the anti-individualist’s
specific claims about content are themselves deprived of any philosophical
significance.

Wayne State University
Detroit, MI 48202, USA
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