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Abstract 
This paper evaluates a form of dualism, which is referred to here as the dualism of 

conceptual scheme and undifferentiated reality. According to this dualism, although 

reality appears to be divided into distinct things from the perspective of our system 

of concepts, it is actually not. I justify the view that this dualism is incoherent.  
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1. This paper objects to a form of dualism. We encounter this form of dualism in 

the claim that different conceptual schemes divide up an undifferentiated reality in 

different ways. On the one hand, there are conceptual schemes. On the other hand, 

there is the undifferentiated reality that gets divided up. Philosophers sometimes 

count this dualism as a version of the dualism of scheme and content (Davidson 

1984: 192; Rorty 1998: 90). However, the term ‘the dualism of scheme and content’ is 

also used in such a way that it does not refer to this dualism at all (e.g., McDowell 

1999). In order to avoid confusion, the form of dualism which is evaluated here will 

be referred to as the dualism of conceptual scheme and undifferentiated reality. I first 

introduce this dualism for any readers unfamiliar with it. I then present an objection 

which establishes that, although it might look coherent to begin with, on closer 

inspection it is not. 

2. One attempt to conceive of an undifferentiated reality is to think of reality as a 

physical object which is not composed of any smaller physical objects. Wherever we 

would say that one physical object is ending and another is beginning, there is just 

the continuation of a single physical object, reality. For example, if there is a rock and 

a coin under the rock, we ordinarily think that at some points the rock ends and the 

coin begins. But actually there is not the rock, as one object, and the coin, as 

something else. It is all one thing. The explanation just given, however, does not 

capture how reality being undifferentiated will be understood in this paper.  

If reality is undifferentiated, then whenever we attempt to refer to two distinct 

things within reality, A and B, it is not the case that there actually are two distinct 

things, ‘distinct’ here meaning non-identical. This is so regardless of what A and B 

are: whether the terms for them aim to pick out objects, properties or any other kind 

of thing. For reality to be undifferentiated is for it to not feature distinct things, so 

there cannot be accurate representations of this kind. One of the differences between 

this explanation and the previous one is that it goes beyond a focus purely on objects. 

The previous explanation makes it seem as if there are distinct properties of reality, 

such as it being spatially extended and it being subject to change. There is nothing 

about these properties which means they are beyond accurate conceptual 

representation. But the kind of dualist we are considering typically wants to treat 

conceptual representations which posit these properties as capturing how reality 

appears from the point of view of our scheme, not how it actually is. Consider these 

claims by William Child about the commitments of this dualist: 

Here, the idea is that the world is completely unstructured; a bare something, a mass of 

undifferentiated stuff. So no description of the world can characterize the world as it is in 

itself. Any description must be structured, for it must exploit concepts and categories. And 

since the world itself is unstructured, there is bound to be some distortion when we represent 

it in thought and language. (1994: 56) 
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It may be said that the explanation I have provided will still allow for some 

accurate conceptual representations of an undifferentiated reality. But, if so, these are 

all, or almost all, with the exception of the statement that there is a world, negative 

representations, that is to say, representations which specify what there is not, 

without specifying what there is. It seems that this explanation is therefore a better 

effort to present the relevant idea of an undifferentiated reality. Another difference 

between the explanation I have provided and the previous one is that it does not 

require that we think of reality as physical. The imagery used to convey the idea of 

an undifferentiated reality, such as a mass of undifferentiated stuff, can easily 

suggest a physicalist conception of it, but it is not clear that one must conceive of 

reality in this way in order to think of it as undifferentiated. 

We have considered the reality side of the dualism, but what about the scheme 

side? Our conceptual scheme is said to divide up an undifferentiated reality. What 

does it mean to say this, though, since our concepts do not perform acts of cutting up 

material? There are certain norms associated with our concepts. By applying these 

concepts in line with the norms, we represent reality as consisting of distinct things. 

This is what it is for our conceptual scheme to divide up the world, or divide up 

reality. (‘World’ means reality below.) The descriptions that we ordinarily regard as 

uncontroversial are applications of our concepts that meet the relevant norms, or so 

we may suppose. But they do not succeed in identifying what there actually is. They 

only identify what there is from the point of view of our system of concepts, of our 

conceptual scheme. On the one hand, then, there is the undifferentiated world. On 

the other hand, there is our conceptual scheme, which provides a point of view on 

this world according to which it features distinct things. 

The dualism of scheme and undifferentiated reality may be held along with the 

claim that there are others who have an alternative scheme for dividing up the 

world. Representations using their concepts which meet the relevant norms for 

applying these concepts will posit different things in the world to the things that our 

representations posit. The other scheme is said to divide up the world differently. 

But one can hold the dualism of scheme and undifferentiated reality without 

supposing that there are alternative schemes for dividing up the world. It might even 

make sense to hold this dualism while denying that there could be alternative 

schemes. 

To explore this issue further, we would have to consider the criteria for saying that 

another set of concepts is an alternative scheme. I will leave this matter aside. There 

are other details which could be added to the exposition so far, but we are already in 

a position to object to the coherence of this dualism. The section below presents an 

objection which allows us to conclude that it is incoherent, regardless of how the 

details are filled in. 
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3. The objection that I wish to make is a simple one, yet to my knowledge it has 

not appeared in the literature on this dualism. It can be introduced by considering a 

metaphorical way of talking which Richard Rorty finds tempting: 

...people like Goodman, Putnam, and myself – people who think that there is no 

description-independent way the world is, no way it is under no discussion – keep being 

tempted to use Kantian form-matter metaphors. We are tempted to say that there were no 

objects before language shaped the raw material (a lot of ding-an-sichy, all-content-and-no-

scheme stuff). (1998: 90) 

In the second sentence of this quotation, Rorty writes as if he is tempted to say that 

once there were no objects, then objects came into existence, after a certain event. The 

event, put metaphorically, is language shaping the raw material. However, I suspect 

that the position he regards as tempting is different to this one. The position is that 

there are still no distinct things, hence no objects, but if we follow certain norms for 

the application of our concepts, and correspondingly the words that we associate 

with them, the result is an account of the world as containing distinct things. This is 

what it is for language to shape the raw material. But if the world is undivided raw 

material, how can there be such a thing as our language to shape it – to divide it up – 

in the first place? 

 We can formulate this objection, more precisely, as a dilemma. How can there 

be any conceptual schemes if the conception of reality which this dualism involves is 

correct? We cannot say that there are any conceptual schemes outside of reality, that 

is, existing without being part of reality, because it is incoherent to maintain that 

anything is outside of reality, whatever conception of reality we work with. But we 

cannot say that any conceptual schemes are part of reality either, without giving up 

on a conception according to which reality does not feature distinct things. If we 

assert that there are multiple schemes, then we suppose that they are distinct from 

one another. If we assert that there is only one scheme, we will surely have to 

maintain that this scheme is not the whole world. Thus we must allow that there is a 

distinction between what is the scheme and what is not. Moreover, we will have to 

concede that the concepts which are part of the scheme are distinct from one another. 

 In this paper, I will consider three different responses to this dilemma, which 

can be labelled the constructivist response, the Cartesian response and the Platonist 

response. Let us begin with the constructivist response. This response proposes that 

there are only conceptual schemes from the point of view of a particular conceptual 

scheme. Since, according to the dualists we are considering, the things that we 

represent as distinct items within the world are, at best, only there from the point of 

view of this or that scheme, it would be bewildering if an exception was made for 

conceptual schemes. But what is it for conceptual schemes to be there from the point 

of view of some scheme or other, notably our scheme? The idea is that we have a set 
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of concepts which constitutes our conceptual scheme and in saying that there are 

conceptual schemes we are applying some of these concepts in a way that is in line 

with certain norms for applying them, norms that, when a statement is in line with 

them, it can be said to have captured some, or maybe even all, of what there is from 

the point of view of our scheme. The statement does not capture the world as it 

actually is, only as it appears to be from the point of view of our scheme. But this 

leads us back to the original puzzle: if the content of reality does not feature distinct 

things, how can there be this conceptual scheme? When we are puzzling over how 

there can be any schemes, asserting that there are only conceptual schemes from the 

point of view of our scheme is not a legitimate move. It requires that we are not faced 

with the puzzle when it comes to this particular scheme, but the puzzle concerns any 

conceptual scheme. 

 Let us turn now to the Cartesian response. According to this response, the 

claim that reality is undifferentiated need not be thought of as applying to the whole 

of reality. We can think of it instead as applying only to physical reality. Outside of 

physical reality are mental substances, minds, and this response seeks to somehow 

locate conceptual schemes in minds. The position which this response advocates is a 

departure from the position that was presented in the previous section. It would be a 

significant result if that position could not be sustained, if the closest one could come 

to doing so requires the postulation of non-material minds. But I think there is a 

major worry about how this alternative could ever be justified. Advocates of the 

dualism of scheme and undifferentiated reality typically appeal to actual or possible 

cases of conceptual diversity. The cases they have in mind, they think, give us reason 

to believe that we are introducing distinctions between things which do not 

correspond to how reality is (see Black 1959: 231). Our distinctions are depicted as 

arbitrary impositions on reality. But it seems unlikely that these cases indicate that 

this is so for distinctions pertaining to physical reality, while suggesting that the 

distinction between physical and mental reality and various distinctions concerning 

the latter all capture how reality is. Consequently, I doubt that any proponent of the 

position presented in the previous section would be attracted to this Cartesian 

alternative. 

The final response I shall consider is the Platonist response. This response also 

denies that it is all of reality which is undifferentiated. But rather than distinguishing 

between a differentiated mental reality and an undifferentiated physical reality, it 

relies on a distinction between concrete and abstract reality. Concepts, one might 

think, are mental entities of some kind. But if that is the case, how can concepts be 

shared? If one person thinks that there is a tree outside and so does another, it seems 

that they both represent the world with the same concepts, such as the concept of a 

tree. But if concepts are mental entities, this does not seem possible. Rather than both 

using the same concepts, one person has used concepts from their mind to form their 
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representation of the world, while the other person has used different concepts, 

concepts from that person’s mind. A reason that has been given for abandoning the 

view that concepts are mental entities is that it has the consequence that there are no 

shared concepts. On the basis of this argument, it has been recommended that we 

think of concepts as abstract entities (see Glock 2009: 13-14). Someone who adopts 

this view might believe that there is a way of making sense of the claim that 

conceptual schemes are outside of reality. The idea is not that concepts are unreal. 

The idea is that concepts, like all abstract entities, are not part of concrete reality and 

it is this concrete reality which is undifferentiated. 

Although we might be able to coherently entertain this position, once again there 

are concerns about whether it can be justified. The concern that I shall focus on 

regards justifying the claim that there are abstract concepts while conceiving of 

concrete reality as undifferentiated. One cannot begin, as we did above, with the 

premise that concepts are shared, because this conception of concrete reality does not 

feature people to share the concepts in the first place. I am not aware of another 

justification which avoids appealing to a differentiated concrete reality. This does not 

establish that it is impossible to justify a belief in abstract concepts while working 

with a conception of concrete reality as undifferentiated, but until we have seen a 

justification, we can leave the position under consideration aside. The Platonist 

response also faces much the same justificatory concern as the Cartesian response. 

 In this paper, I have not sought to compare the objection put forward here 

with previous objections to the dualism of scheme and undifferentiated reality, for 

instance to inquire into whether it succeeds where they fail. Regardless of what these 

other objections are, the objection here deserves to be known by those evaluating this 

dualism. This would be the case even if there was a way of defending against it, 

because it raises an important issue for this kind of dualist to resolve: how to make 

room for conceptual schemes, if reality is undifferentiated. But what I have tried to 

show is that there is no way of resolving this issue. 
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