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Review Article

Staving Off Catastrophe: A Critical
Notice of Jerry Fodor’s
Psychosemantics*

TODD JONES, EDMOND MULAIRE AND STEPHEN
STICH

{Ilf commonsense intentional psychology really were to collapse,
that would be, beyond comparison, the greatest intellectual catas-
trophe in the history of our species. . . . Nothing except, perhaps,
our commonsense physics ... comes as near our cognitive core
as intentional explanation does. We’ll be in deep, deep trouble if
we have to give it up. (p. xii)

1. To the Rescue

Commonsense psychology has fallen on hard times. Under the influence
of Fodor and others, many philosophers have become convinced that
commonsense psychology proceeds by attributing representational states
to organisms, and then explaining the behavior of the organisms by
invoking generalizations about the causal interactions of these represen-
tational states. Thus the phenomenon of mental representation (or
intentionality) has itself become the focus of intense philosophical scru-
tiny: ‘How can anything manage to be about anything; and why is it that
only thoughts and symbols succeed?’ (p. xi). The ‘bad news’ Fodor reports

! Fodor (1987). References to Psychosemantics will be given in parentheses in the text.
All emphasis is Fodor’s, unless otherwise noted. Parts of Sections 1 and 2 are borrowed
from Stich (forthcoming). We are grateful to Brian McLaughlin for helpful advice on
an earlier draft of this review.
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is that there are ‘deep and difficult problems about understanding rep-
resentation’ and ‘the tenor of [the] inquiry has been mainly skeptical’
(p- xi). So skeptical, in fact, that some philosophers have been tempted
to renounce the sort of representational states invoked in commonsense
psychology. But if representational states go, so too does belief/desire
psychology. And that, on Fodor’s view, would be an unparalleled intellec-
tual catastrophe.

Fodor's goal in this volume is ‘to mitigate the panic that has lately
tended to predominate. The main moral is supposed to be that we have,
as things stand now, no decisive reason to doubt that very many common-
sense belief/desire explanations are—literally—true’ (xii).

The attempted rescue is everything one would expect from Fodor: spark-
ling and innovative, cheerful and cheeky. It is always sophisticated, often
subtle, and occasionally nothing short of brilliant. Also, true to form, Fodor
does not make things easy for himself. He assaults widely held views,
embraces implausible doctrines, bites bullets, stares down reductios, and
buys into some pretty hopeless looking projects. There is an enormous
amount going on in this brief book. And in more than a few places it is
hard to see how it all hangs together. We suspect that for many readers,
certainly for us, the overall effect of all this undermining, building, shoring
up and patching will be just the opposite of what Fodor intends. If that’s
what it’s going to take to rescue commonsense psychology, then maybe
belief/desire explanation really is in trouble.

No single review could possibly do justice to Psychosemantics. There are
arguments, asides, even footnotes in the volume that merit an entire paper
by way of reply. In this essay we will have to content ourselves with a
pair of projects. First we'll try to give an overview of Fodor's attempt to
rescue commonsense psychology, focusing, as he does, on three challenges
to the notion of a representational psychological state that have loomed
large in the literature. Second, we’ll sketch what we see as the most obvious
prima facie problems along the tortuous route that Fodor recommends. We
are, however, under no illusions about having said the final word on
these apparent obstacles and inconsistencies. Indeed, the most conspicuous
virtue of this seminal volume is that it has begun debates that will fill the
literature for years to come.

Before setting out, we would do well to get a bit clearer on just what
Fodor takes his task to be. What will it take to ‘vindicate’ commonsense
psychology? Here is Fodor’s answer:

Holding on to the [propositional] attitudes—vindicating common-
sense psychology—means showing how you could have (or, at a
minimum, showing that you could have) a respectable science
whose ontology explicitly acknowledges states that exhibit the
sorts of properties that common sense attributes to the attitudes.

(p- 10
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This answer raises a pair of further questions. The first focuses on the
central role of ‘respectable science’ in vindicating the attitudes. There are,
after all, many different kinds of objects, states and processes to which
commonsense attributes properties that no respectable science is likely to
acknowledge. The world is full of comfortable, durable chairs, Picasso
prints, intellectually rewarding friendships, and legally binding sales. The
fact that no respectable science explicitly acknowledges them is surely no
reason to deny their existence. Why should the propositional attitudes be
any different in this regard? The answer, for Fodor, though he is not
entirely explicit on the point, is that the attitudes play a central role in an
explanatory causal theory. And if no respectable science acknowledges the
attitudes, then the explanations the theory offers are false. One might still
try to hang on to the attitudes, in much the same spirit that we hang on
to the idea that people are sometimes phlegmatic while rejecting the view
that this has anything to do with an excess of phlegm. But it is the
explanations, not the entities (or states) that are important. Once the
attitudes have been severed from their role in explaining behavior, Fodor
would probably feel that their existence isn’t worth arguing over. And
we’d agree.

The second question raised by the passage we’ve quoted seeks some
clarification about which of the properties that commonsense attributes to
the attitudes must be acknowledged by a respectable science. Here Fodor's
answer seems clear enough.

I propose to stipulate. I will view a psychology as being common-
sensical about the attitudes—in fact, as endorsing them—just in
case it postulates states ... satisfying the following conditions:
(i) They are semantically evaluable.
(ii)) They have causal powers.
(iii) The implicit generalizations of commonsense belief/desire
psychology are largely true of them.
In effect, I'm assuming that (i)-(iii) are the essential properties of
the attitudes. This seems to me intuitively plausible; if it doesn’t
seem intuitively plausible to you, so be it. Squabbling about
intuitions strikes me as vulgar. (p. 10)

We’re not at all sure whether our intuitions agree with Fodor’s here;
indeed, we're not even sure we have intuitions about the essential proper-
ties of the attitudes. For the present, however, we’'ll happily go along with
Fodor’s stipulation. There will be more interesting issues to squabble
about later on. To rescue commonsense psychological explanation, then,
Fodor will have to show that there could be a respectable science positing
entities that satisfy (i)-(iii). Putting it this way, however, looks to locate
the burden of argument in the wrong place. Surely it is up to the critics
of commonsense psychology to argue that there couldn’t be such a science.
And argue they have. In the extensive literature that has fueled the ‘panic’
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Fodor hopes to calm, two lines of argument have predominated, one
focusing on supervenience, the other on meaning holism. A third concern
that often leads to skepticism about commonsense psychology is the worry
that semantic properties just do not fit into the framework of natural
science: they cannot be naturalized. Fodor devotes a chapter to each of
these concerns.

2. Supervenience and Narrow Content

Those critics who appeal to the notion of supervenience to attack common-
sense psychology typically invoke a pair of premises. The first of these is
motivated by Putnam’s famous Twin Earth thought experiment in which
we are told of a far off world where each of us has an atom-for-atom
replica—a ‘doppelganger’. Twin Earth differs from earth in only one
respect: the stuff that flows in their rivers and rains from their sky is not
H,O but a similar looking compound, XYZ. The usual intuitions about
such cases are that the truth conditions of the beliefs you and your Twin
express when you each say ‘Water is wet’ are quite different. Your belief
is about water (i.e. H,O), and is true if and only if H,O is wet. Your Twin’s
belief is about the stuff they call ‘water’ on his planet (i.e. XYZ) and is
true if and only if XYZ is wet. But belief tokens that differ in truth
conditions differ in content. So your belief and your Twin’s do not have
the same content. From this the first premise follows: ‘Propositional atti-
tudes, as common sense understands them, do not supervene on brain
states’ (p. 30). The second premise is that ‘any scientifically useful notion
of psychological state ought to respect supervenience; mind/brain super-
venience . .. is, after all, the best idea that anyone has had so far about
how mental causation is possible. The moral would appear to be that
you can’t make respectable science out of the attitudes as commonsensically
individuated’ (p. 30, emphasis added). And it is just this moral that many
critics have taken to show that commonsense psychology is in trouble.

Confronted with this argument, and finding the conclusion unpalatable,
many philosophers have pursued the obvious strategy. They have attacked
one or the other of the premises.? But Fodor takes a different tack. Far
from denying the premises, he cheerfully accepts the first, at least for
argument’s sake, and goes out of his way to defend the second. What is
more, he even embraces the moral that ‘you can’t make respectable science
out of the attitudes as commonsensically individuated’. When doing psy-
chology, he concedes, ‘we need ... other identity conditions for mental
states than those that common sense prefers’. But, he continues:

2 For criticism of the first premise, see Loar (1987); Lycan (1988), pp. 76-79; Dow (in
preparation). For criticism of the second premise, see Burge (1979); Burge (1986):
Kitcher (1985); Owens (1987); Baker (1987b).



62  Mind & Language

This doesn’t bother me much because (a) redrawing these bound-
aries doesn’t jeopardize the major claim on which the vindication
of the attitudes as explanatory constructs depends—viz. that scien-
tific psychological explanation, like commonsense belief/desire
explanation, is committed to states to which semantic and causal
properties are simultaneously ascribable, and (b) I think it's quite
easy to see how the required principles of individuation should
be formulated. (p. 30)

The taxonomy of mental states that Fodor thinks will do the trick exploits
the notion of narrow content. But before explaining that notion and explor-
ing whether it can really do what is required of it, we should say a
bit about Fodor’s defense of the second premise, the one that requires
scientifically respectable psychological states to supervene on brain states.

2.1 Supervenience

Roughly speaking, ‘[sjtates of type X supervene on states of type Y iff
there is no difference among X states without a corresponding difference
among Y states.” (p.30) Why should we insist that the states of a scientific
respectable psychology must supervene on brain states? Some philos-
ophers (including one of the authors of this review) have suggested that
it was intuitively obvious.> But Fodor thinks there is more to be said.
There is, he urges, a metaphysical argument in support of the claim. The
central premise of the argument is that in science taxonomic distinctions
should coincide with causal powers.

[W]hat you need in order to do science is a taxonomic apparatus
that distinguishes between things insofar as they have different
causal properties, and that groups things together insofar as they
have the same causal properties. (p. 34)

Thus, Fodor, urges, ‘it would be mad to distinguish between Oscar’s brain
states and Oscar2’s; their brain states have identical causal powers . ...
And if you are interested in causal explanation, it would be mad to
distinguish between Oscar’s mental states and Oscar2's; their mental states
have identical causal powers’ (p. 34).

But, of course, this argument only works if we assume that the mental
states of Twins do in fact have the same causal powers. And, as Fodor notes,
there are various ways in which that assumption could be challenged. A
first challenge might proceed as follows: On earth a certain desire will lead
Oscar to utter ‘Bring water!” and this, in turn, typically results in somebody

3

Stich (1978). For the record, Stich no longer thinks the principle is obvious. Indeed,
he is no longer sure he thinks it is #rue.
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bringing H,O. By contrast, when Oscar2 says ‘Bring water!’ he typically
gets XYZ. Fodor’s response is that ‘identity of causal powers has to be
assessed across contexts, not within contexts’ (p. 35). Thus the fact that in
one context you can lift a certain chair and in another context I cannot lift
the chair does not show that our biceps have different causal powers, if
the chair is nailed to the floor in the second context but not the first.
Similarly, though Oscar gets H,O and Oscar2 gets XYZ, this does not show
that their desires have different causal powers, since if Oscar were on
Twin Earth (in Oscar2’s context) Oscar would get XYZ, just as Oscar2 does.
So far, so good. But a second challenge is harder to handle.

Perhaps when we restrict ourselves to non-intentional descriptions of
the effects, Oscar’s mental states and Oscar2’s do have the same causal
powers. But as soon as we allow intentional descriptions of their behavior,
the situation looks quite different. When asked, ‘At what temperature does
water boil?” both Oscars will utter the sentence: ‘Water boils at 100°C.’
However, in so doing, Oscar is saying that water boils at 100°C, while
Oscar2 is saying that Twin-water boils at 100°C. Moreover, if we assume
that XYZ actually boils at 101°C, then Oscar is saying something true, while
Oscar2 is saying something false. So it seems the belief tokens that lead the
Oscars to behave as they do have very different causal powers.

Fodor offers a pair of replies to this challenge. The first is that the
argument proves too much.

If this argument shows that my mental state differs from my
Twin’s, it’s hard to see why it doesn’t show that our brain states
differ too. My Twin is in a brain state that eventuates in his
uttering the form of words, ‘Bring water.” I am in a brain state
that eventuates in my uttering the form of words ‘Bring water.” If
our uttering these forms of words count as our behaving differ-
ently, then it looks as though our brain states differ in their
behavioral consequences, hence in their causal powers, hence in
the state types of which they are tokens. (p. 37)

But this, Fodor insists, would be ‘grotesque’.

For two rather different reasons, we are not much moved by this reply.
First, it seems to be tacitly helping itself to some heavy duty assumptions
about events and causation. Suppose it is granted that Oscar’s brain state
causes him to utter ‘Water boils at 100° and that in so doing he is saying
something true. Does it follow that the brain state caused him to say
something true? The answer is far from obvious. Yet without some argu-
ment in favor of an affirmative answer, the ‘grotesque’ consequence does
not follow. Second, even if the argument does entail that the two brain
states have different causal powers, Fodor has given no argument in
support of the claim that this would be ‘grotesque’. Like Fodor, we don’t
have much sympathy with the view that brain states on Twin-Earth are
‘typologically distinct’ from brain states on Earth. But the intuition that
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inclines us to reject this view hardly counts as an argument.

Fodor’s second reply (pp. 38—44) is longer and darker. Subtle distinctions
abound. It is advertised as a metaphysical argument, though when dis-
cussing what looks to be a central premise, Fodor tells us that it is ‘not a
conceptual or metaphysical claim .... It’s a contingent fact about how
God made the world’ (pp. 39-40). We won’t try to summarize this reply,
since, if the truth be told, we don’t understand it. Nor are we alone here.
Fodor has recently allowed that the arguments are so subtle that he himself
is not always quite sure how they were supposed to go.* Still, given
his broader purposes, Fodor's failure to make a convincing case for the
supervenience principle is no great defect. For if the principle is not
defensible, then the argument that exploits it collapses, and Twin Earth
poses no threat to commonsense psychology. So let us grant the super-
venience premise and press on to explore Fodor’s strategy for containing
the damage.

2.2 Narrow Content ‘

The taxonomy generated by the ‘broad’ commonsense notion of content
does not supervene on brain states, and thus, by our recent concession, it
has no place in respectable science. But all will be well if we can construct
a new ‘narrow content’ taxonomy which does supervene on brain states.
And that, Fodor assures us, is easy to do.

[Plresumably ... there’s something about the relation between
Twin-Earth and Twin-Me in virtue of which his ‘water’-thoughts
are about XYZ even though my water-thoughts are not. Call this
condition that’s satisfied by {Twin-Me, Twin-Earth} condition C
(because it determines the Context of his ‘water’-thoughts). (p. 48)

Fodor's proposal for constructing a notion of narrow content is to start
with the taxonomy provided by the ordinary, broad, truth-condition
determining notion of content, and subtract out the contribution of the
contextual conditions, like condition C, that ‘anchor’ it.> Thus one way of
thinking of the narrow content of a thought is that it is what remains of
the broad content when we ‘take the anchoring conditions away’ (p. 51).
But Fodor cautions against taking this subtraction picture too literally. A
better way of thinking of narrow content is to view the narrow content of
a thought as a function (in the mathematical sense—a mapping) from
contexts to broad contents. Since broad contents determine truth con-
ditions, narrow contents will determine mappings from contexts to truth

* Personal communication.
5 ‘I learned “anchors” at Stanford’, Fodor tells us. ‘{I]t is a very useful term despite—
or maybe because of—not being very well defined.” (p. 49)
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conditions. “Two [narrow] thought contents are identical only if they effect
the same mapping of thoughts and contexts onto truth conditions.” {p. 48)
Thus the thought tokens that lead both Fodor and Twin-Fodor to say
‘Water is wet’ have the same narrow content, since they would have the
same broad content if they were embedded in the same context.

[Slhort of a miracle the following counterfactual must be true:
Given the neurological identity between us, in a world where I
am in my Twin’s context, my ‘water’-thoughts are about XYZ iff
his are. (And, of course, vice versa: In a world in which my Twin
is in my context . .. it must be that his water-thoughts are about
H,O iff mine are.) (p. 48)

One complaint about this notion of narrow content, the one that Fodor
suspects ‘really bugs people’, (p. 50) is that it seems impossible to say what
the narrow content of a thought is. Fodor and Twin-Fodor have thought
tokens with the same narrow content. But what is it that they both think?
What is the narrow content of those thoughts? It can’t be that water is wet,
since Twin-Fodor doesn’t think that. Nor can it be that XYZ is wet, since
Fodor doesn’t think that. It seems that ‘[njarrow content is radically inex-
pressible’ (p. 50). If this is right, however, it is hard to see how narrow
content could serve the purpose for which it is intended. Narrow content
was supposed to provide a species of content-based taxonomy that would
be useful in respectable scientific psychology. But if narrow content is
‘radically inexpressible’ it would appear that scientific psychology’s gen-
eralizations could never be stated.®

Fodor’s response to this problem is to suggest that while we can’t express
the narrow content of the thought that he and his Twin share, we can
‘sneak up on the shared content by mentioning’ an appropriate English
expression—in this case presumably the sentence: ‘Water is wet’ (p. 50).
But in offering this response we think Fodor seriously understates the case
to be made for his notion of narrow content. We can do more than ‘sneak
up’ on the narrow content of a mental state; we can explicitly introduce a
way of talking about it. The central idea is very simple. Expressions of the
form: ’ believes that p” are predicates whose extension in any possible
world is the class of people who believe that p in that world. Given these
predicates along with the notion of a doppelganger, we can introduce
expressions of the form * believes that [p]’ (think of it as ‘bracketed’
belief) whose extensions in any possible world include everyone in that
world who believes that p, along with all of their doppelgangers. Similarly,
expressions of the form ’ has the (broad) content that p’ are predicates
whose extension in any possible world includes the class of brain state

6 We owe this way of making the point to Warren Dow. See Dow (in preparation). A
similar point is made by Baker (1987), pp. 82-84.
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tokens whose broad content is p. Here we can introduce expressions of
the form has the (narrow) content that [p]’ whose extension in any
possible world includes the class of brain state tokens whose (broad)
content is p, along with the physically identical tokens in all doppelgangers
of people who harbor tokens whose broad content is p.” These ‘bracketed’
predicates are no less clear and no less systematic than the broad-content
predicates on which they are based.

The conclusion we would urge here is that the putative ‘radical inex-
pressibility’ of narrow content is not a problem that Fodor need worry
much about. It is easy enough to devise locutions for attributing narrow
content to cognitive states, and these locutions can be used to state psycho-
logical generalizations in much the same way that locutions attributing
broad content can. But if the problem of ‘radical inexpressibility’ is easily
solved, there are other reasons to suspect that the notion of narrow content
will not do what Fodor wants it to do. Recall that, by his own ‘stipulation’,
a psychological theory will count as ‘endorsing’ the attitudes only if the
states it postulates are semantically evaluable and the implicit generaliza-
tions of commonsense psychology are largely true of them. It is our sus-
picion that states individuated by narrow content will satisfy neither of
these conditions.

Let’s focus first on semantic evaluability. Are states individuated by
narrow content semantically evaluable? In more than a few places Fodor
himself seems to be telling us that the answer is no! Consider:

The ‘broad content’ of a thought . . . is what you can semantically
evaluate; it’s what you get when you specify a narrow content and
fix a context. (p. 48)

Now one might suppose that if broad content is what you can semantically
evaluate, then narrow content is what you can’t. A few pages later Fodor
appears to agree:

{I}f you mean by content what can be semantically evaluated, then
what my water-thoughts share with Twin ‘water’-thoughts isn't
content. ... We can’t ... say what Twin thoughts have in com-
mon. This is because what can be said is ipso facto semantically

7 Something rather like this was suggested very briefly in Stich (1983), (p. 192, fn).
More recently similar ideas have been developed by Valerie Walker (in press), and
Michael Devitt (1989). Perhaps we should add that we do not take our suggestion to
be in competition with Fodor’s strategy for ‘sneaking up on’ narrow content; ours is
just a bit more explicit. Indeed, were we to develop our definition more carefully,
and without riding roughshod over the fine distinction between use and mention, it
would be obvious that our story, like Fodor’s, enables us to talk about narrow content
by mentioning sentences.
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evaluable; and what Twin-thoughts have in common is ipso facto
not. (p. 50)

But of course what Fodor's water-thoughts share with Twin ‘water’-
thoughts, what ‘Twin-thoughts have in common’, is narrow content. So in
this passage Fodor seems to admit—indeed insist—that narrow content is
not semantically evaluable. Elsewhere he is even more explicit:

You can have narrow content without functional-role semantics
because narrow contents aren’t semantically evaluable; only wide
contents have conditions of satisfaction. (p. 83; the emphasis is
Fodor’s!)

Now there is a sense in which there may be no winning this debate,
since the semantic evaluability condition was Fodor’s stipulation, and he
is free to interpret it as he wishes. When confronted with passages like
the ones we've quoted, Fodor will likely insist that being ‘semantically
evaluable relative to a context’ (p. 51) is all it takes to satisfy the condition.
Yet there is something very disquieting about that move. For, as Fodor
notes, it is plausible to assume that semantic evaluability is an ‘essential
property’ (p. 10) of the propositional attitudes. But we have discovered
that ‘broad content’ states, which are semantically evaluable in an obvious
intuitive way, are ill suited to the needs of scientific psychology. The
straightforward response to that discovery is to conclude that propositional
attitudes are ill suited to the needs of scientific psychology. Instead of
adopting this straightforward line, Fodor proposes that we reinterpret
‘semantic evaluability’. For some reason, we are reminded of Senator
George Aiken’s suggestion that the United States should simply declare
victory in the Viet Nam War, and then bring the troops home. On second
thought, the analogy is not really appropriate; we liked Senator Aiken’s
idea.

Let us turn briefly to the second condition that must be met if a psycho-
logical theory is to count as ‘endorsing’ the propositional attitudes: the
implicit generalizations of commonsense psychology must be largely true
of the states the theory postulates. How likely is it that this condition can
be met by states individuated by narrow content? Here, of course, the
answer depends heavily on the details of scientific psychology. But it is
our suspicion that on the most widely discussed paradigms for cognitive
psychology, the prospects for vindicating the attitudes don’t look particu-
larlty good. Though detailed arguments to this conclusion would take us
too far afield, the essential point is easy to sketch. As we have been
construing it, a narrow content taxonomy starts with a broad content
taxonomy and adds in the doppelgangers. Thus any two people who share
the same broad thought will share the same narrow thought. But a broad
content taxonomy often groups together psychological states that are very
different in both their causes and their effects. Consider, for example, the
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thought that a fat cat is on the mat. Commonsense is entirely comfortable
attributing this thought to a normal adult, to a blind person, to a child, to
a severely retarded adult, and even to a cat. But surely it is implausible to
suppose that a serious scientific psychology is going to find much use for
cognitive states that coarsely individuated. If, as seems inevitable, scientific
psychology requires a taxonomy that distinguishes the adult’s thought
from the child’s, and distinguishes both of these from the cat’s, then
there is little reason to suppose that the generalizations of commonsense
psychology will apply to the states posited by scientific psychology.®

3. Meaning Holism

When Fodor’s focus shifts from supervenience to Meaning Holism, his
mood is noticeably less optimistic.’

[T]he arguments from Meaning Holism to Irrealism about content
are profound, disturbing, unsettling . .. and inconclusive. In this
chapter I'll settle for a Scotch verdict. (p. 55)

If Meaning Holism is true, Fodor suggests, then the prospects for a serious
scientific psychology that invokes representational states seem dim. Thus
Fodor spends much of his chapter seeking to undermine the case for
Meaning Holism. On three essential points in the chapter, our view differs
sharply from Fodor’s. First, we are not at all happy with Fodor's characteriz-
ation of Meaning Holism. It is far from clear that the doctrine he is
attacking is one that anyone who views himself as a Meaning Holist would
care to defend. Second, we suspect that on a more plausible account of
Meaning Holism, the threat it poses to intentional psychology will look
much less serious. Third, the central argument in Fodor’s assault on Mean-
ing Holism strikes us as both unpersuasive and curiously at odds with
views he endorses elsewhere in the book.

3.1 What is Meaning Holism?

Let’s begin with a few of Fodor’s definitions:

When an intentional system takes the semantic value of P to be
relevant to the semantic evaluation of Q, I shall say that P is an
epistemic liaison of Q (for that system at that time). ‘Epistemic

#  For a more detailed version of this argument, see Stich (forthcoming). For a rather

different argument that points to the same conclusion, see Ramsey, Stich and Garon
(1990).

® We're not quite sure why Fodor spells the doctrine with capital letters, but here and
elsewhere we will follow his lead in matters of typography.
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liaison’ is really a psychological notion, not an epistemological one.
That is, what counts isn’t the objective dependencies between the
semantic values of the propositions; it's what the agent supposes
those dependencies to be. (p. 56)

Meaning Holism is the idea that the identity—specifically the
intentional content—of a propositional attitude is determined by
the totality of its epistemic liaisons. (p. 56)

Perhaps the first thing to note about these definitions is that Fodor's
emphasis on epistemic liaison is quite idiosyncratic. Most philosophers who
are sympathetic to Holism focus not on the epistemic liaisons of a belief
but on its doxastic surround—the other beliefs that the agent holds. It is
these that are claimed to be relevant to intentional content. A much more
serious worry is that Fodor’s version of Meaning Holism is a singularly
extreme doctrine. On Fodor’s account, a single divergence in their epistemic
liaisons entails that a pair of belief tokens have different intentional con-
tents. We can’t think of anyone who has explicitly endorsed this very
radical version of Holism. Nor is Fodor much help on this score; he offers
no references. The Holist quoted at greatest length in Fodor’s chapter is
Stich. However, Stich has certainly never endorsed this version of Holism.
Following Davidson, he has claimed that for a pair of belief tokens to have
the same content they must be embedded in similar doxastic surrounds,
and thus that belief tokens with substantially different surrounds do not
have the same content. But it is a long way from these claims to the view
that identity of doxastic surrounds (or of epistemic liaisons) is necessary
for identity of content.

Early on in his chapter on Holism Fodor notes that while ‘Meaning
Holism is a doctrine that is widely supposed to raise problems for a
Realistic view of the attitudes, . . . it is remarkably hard to say what that
doctrine is ...” (p. 55). And, in fairness to Fodor, we must concede that
neither Davidson nor Stich, nor any other putative advocate of the view
has been very clear about what, exactly, Meaning Holism amounts to. Still,
if it is not clear what Meaning Holism is, it is clear what it isn’t. Fodor’s
Meaning Holist is a straw man.

3.2 How Serious Is the Threat to Intentional Psychology?

If we adopt Fodor’s account of Meaning Holism, it is easy to see how the
doctrine poses a prima facie threat to intentional psychology. It is plausible
to assume that no two people are quite the same in their estimates of
epistemic relevance. You, for example, may take ‘Robert J. Lurtsema thinks
Callas was better than Tebaldi’ to be relevant to the truth of ‘Callas was
better than Tebaldi’, while Fodor does not. But if Meaning Holism is right,
then the content of the belief you express when you say ‘Callas was better
than Tebaldi’ is different from the content of the belief Fodor expresses
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when he utters the same words. More generally, if Meaning Holism as
depicted by Fodor is right, then ‘no two people (for that matter no two
time slices of the same person) [are ever] in the same intentional state.
(Except, maybe, by accident)’ (p.57). And this would make a scientific
intentional psychology impossible.

[IIntentional psychologies achieve generality ... by quantifying
over all the organisms that are in a specified intentional state. . ..
[And if no two people are ever in the same intentional state, then]
no two people will ever get subsumed by the same intentional
generalizations. So intentional generalizations won't, in fact suc-
ceed in generalizing. So there’s no hope for an intentional psy-
chology. (p. 57)

At this juncture, Fodor suggests, there are two strategies that the advo-
cate of intentional psychology might pursue. One ‘is to live with Meaning
Holism and look for ways to mitigate its consequences for intentional
psychology’. The other is ‘to attempt to undermine Meaning Holism’
(p. 57). Fodor suggests two ways in which we might pursue the co-
existence strategy, though he’s not keen on either one. The first is to ‘cook
up a graded notion of “same intentional state” according to which you
and I might both more or less believe that Callas is better than Tebaldi. . . .
That is the kind of yucky solution that they’re crazy about in AI’ (p. 57).
Another ‘way of making one’s peace with Meaning Holism would be first
to admit, but then to “idealize away from”, variations in estimates of
epistemic relevance. In effect, you imagine the generalizations of an inten-
tional psychology to be strictly satisfied only in the case of communities
of ideally homogeneous believers. ... The model here is the appeal, in
theory construction even in the respectable sciences, to ideal gases, chemi-
cally pure samples, frictionless planes, and other such Platonic constructs’
(p. 58).

The reason Fodor is not sanguine about either of these strategies is that
both of them presuppose some notion of an ideal believer that P (or of
believing that P fully, to degree 1, not just .9). But who shall count as the
ideal believer that Callas is better than Tebaldi, the person who takes
Lurtsema’s views to be relevant, or the one who does not? ‘[Tlhough
Meaning Holism demands that we choose, it gives us no idea of how we
are to do so’ (p. 58).

We confess that we are not great fans of intentional psychology. Still,
we are inclined to think that Fodor’s radical version of Meaning Holism
leads him to dismiss the co-existence strategy much too quickly. If Meaning
Holism claims that any difference in beliefs (or epistemic liaisons) entails
a difference in content, then if two people disagree on the value of Lurtse-
ma’s judgment they cannot both believe that Callas was better than Teb-
aldi. And it really is absurd to suppose we could have a principled way
of deciding which one did. But if, as we have been urging, Meaning
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Holism only entails that beliefs which differ substantially in their doxastic
surround differ in content, then both friends and foes of Lurtsema can
believe that Callas was better. There is no need to say which one is the
true believer. So this less extreme version of Holism is not vulnerable to
Fodor’s attack on graded notions of content.

Now it is to be expected that a graded notion of content will generate
problems of its own in the application of intentional generalizations. If
our generalization tells us that people who believe that P and desire that
Q generally do R, what behavior should we expect from someone who
believes almost that P, or whose desire is .7 the desire that Q?'° Some
critics of intentional psychology have argued that problems like this give
us reason to adopt a non-intentional language in stating psychological
generalizations.!* And perhaps they are right. But it is important to see that
this sort of conflict between Meaning Holism and intentional psychology is
much less acute than the threat posed by Fodor’s straw man Holism. There
are lots of perfectly respectable scientific taxonomies whose categories are
more than a bit indeterminate as we move away from central cases.
Consider, for example, the familiar biological taxonomic scheme that
groups organisms into species. Viewed diachronically, being an echidna is
rather like believing that P, if our version of Meaning Holism is right. As
we go back in time, the ancestors of current echidnas are less and less
echidna-like, and more and more like the members of some now extinct
species. The further back we go, the greater the genetic divergence between
current echidnas and their ancestors. However, there is no well motivated
point at which we may say that a particular animal in this sequence is
no longer an echidna. Thus there is no well motivated point at which
generalizations of the form: ‘(x) If x is an echidna, then . . ." cease to apply.
But none of this even begins to undermine the scientific utility of such
notions as being an echidna or being members of the same species. If the worst
thing the Meaning Holist can say about intentional psychology is that
believing that P is indeterminate in the way that being an echidna is, then
Intentional Realism has little to fear from Meaning Holism.

3.3 Fodor’s Critiqgue of Meaning Holism

Most of Fodor’s long chapter on Meaning Holism is devoted to a sustained
critique of the arguments for Holism. There are, he urges, three distinct

0 As Fodor rightly stresses, it is important to distinguish two very different senses of
‘more or less believing that P’. One is the ‘relatively banal and commonsensical idea
that agents can differ in the degree of their epistemic commitment to P (so that while
John will go to the wall for P, Jane grants P only her provisional assent)’ (p. 57). The
other idea is the idea that agents can differ in the degree to which P is the content
of their beliefs. It is, of course, the second of these that is currently under discussion.

11 See, for example, Stich (1983), pp. 137-145.
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lines along which that doctrine might be defended. Meaning Holism might
be thought to follow from Confirmation Holism, from Psychofunctionalism,
or from Functional-Role Semantics. On Fodor’s view, it is the last of these
arguments that provides ‘[t]he really interesting case for the semantic
relevance of causal roles’ (p. 71).

The essential idea of functional-role semantics is that ‘causal inter-
relations among thoughts are determinants of their content’ (p. 77). And,
as Fodor tells the tale, the appeal of functional-role semantics is best seen
in a dialectical context:

[A] certain, relatively unsophisticated theory of meaning [what I'll
call the ‘denotational’ theory] appears to fail; a certain diagnosis
of the failure comes to be widely accepted, viz., that the unsophis-
ticated theory went wrong because it ignored the contribution of
functional role to the determination of content. So you get func-
tional-role semantics by a process of reaction. (p. 72)

But, on Fodor's view, this dialectic ends us up in just the wrong place.
First of all, ‘there are serious problems for the functionalist program in
semantics; so serious, indeed, that it's not clear that there is—even
programmatically—a coherent functionalist alternative to the denotational
view’. Second, ‘[i]t may be possible ... to get a denotational theory to
work. . .. In which case functional-role theory emerges as one of those
cures philosophers from time to time devise for which there is no adequate
disease’ (p.73). Fodor devotes a fair amount of space to sketching how
the denotational view might be made to work. Though a detailed critique
of his proposals would require a separate article, it's our suspicion that
the friends of propositional attitude psychology will find little solace in
Fodor’s efforts to rescue denotational semantics. If that's what it is going
to take to vindicate the attitudes, the prospects can’t be very bright. And
there is worse to come. For if Fodor’s critique of functional-role semantics
is the worst that can be said against it, then prospects for the attitudes are
genuinely bleak.

At the core of that critique is a ‘hard problem: ... How do identities
and differences among patterns of causal connection give rise to identities
and differences of meaning? (p. 77). The basic idea behind the standard
functionalist solution is that we can establish an isomorphism between
two networks: the ‘network that is generated by the causal interrelations
among mental states’ and the ‘network that is generated by the semantic
interrelations among propositions’ (p. 78). The content of a mental state is
simply the proposition with which it is paired under this isomorphism.
Thus, roughly speaking, a belief has the content that P if and only if it is
typically caused by beliefs mapped to propositions that entail P, and
typically causes beliefs mapped to propositions that are entailed by P.

What Fodor ‘regards as the most serious problem about semantic
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functionalism’ emerges when we consider the relation between the prop-
ositional content of a mental state and its denotation.

[Alt first blush there would appear to be two options. You could
say that content determines denotation, or you could say that
content and denotation are, as it were, independent components
of meaning. At second blush, however, the Twin cases .. . would
seem to mandate the latter option. ...

This is, in fact, pretty generally the way that semantic func-
tionalists have read the moral of the Twin stories. The popular
version of semantic functionalism is therefore something called
‘two-factor’ theory: the isomorphism between the network of caus-
ally interconnected mental states and the network of impli-
cationally interconnected propositions engenders propositional
content; and something different engenders denotation. Like what,
for example? Well, like, maybe, the causal connections between
concepts ... and things in the world. (p. 80)

Thus the two factor version of semantic functionalism is committed to
there being two routes ‘from mental states to the world” (p. 81)—one
provided by causal connections between concepts and things (along the
lines of the causal theory of reference), and the other provided by prop-
ositions. ‘[Alccording to the theory, functional roles associate mental states
with propositional objects, and, of course, propositions have satisfaction
conditions’ (p. 81).

‘And now,’” Fodor informs us ominously, ‘the problem arises: What keeps
these two ... mutually coherent?” (p.81). Consider, for example, Twin
Fodor’s thought that WATER2 IS WET. Following the familiar causal pic-
tures of reference, we should view this thought as causally linked to XYZ,
and as being true in virtue of the wetness of XYZ. But in functional role,
Twin Fodor’s thought is identical to Fodor’s. Thus the two must have the
same proposition as their content. Buf the content of Fodor's thought is
the proposition that water is wet. What makes it true is the wetness of
water, not the wetness of XYZ.

And now we’ve got trouble. . .. [Bleing true iff water is wet is
not the same as being true iff XYZ is wet, what with water not
being XYZ. So it looks as though there is a flat-out contradiction:
the theory says of my Twin both that it is and that it isn’t the case
that his WATER2 thoughts are true in virtue of the facts about
water. (p. 82)

This is not, Fodor concedes, a knockdown argument, though he thinks ‘it
comes within inches’. The way to avoid it is to ‘find a domain of semantical
objects to map the functional roles onto’ but which ‘don’t have satisfaction
conditions’. To this, Fodor responds, ‘I doubt that much would come of
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such an undertaking, though of course I wish you luck’. (p. 82).

But this, surely, is a very curious view for Fodor to adopt, since there
seems to be an obvious way to characterize the semantical objects that
Fodor’s functional-role theorist needs, and Fodor himself has told us exactly
how to do it. In the previous chapter Fodor has characterized narrow
contents as functions from contexts to truth conditions. Following his lead,
the functional-role theorist can characterize what we might call narrow
propositions as functions from contexts to propositions. What the func-
tional-role of a mental state determines is not a proposition (with fully
determinate truth conditions) but a function that yields a proposition
when we specify a context. Since Fodor's WATER IS WET thought and
Twin Fodor's WATER2 IS WET thought have identical functional roles,
they determine the same narrow proposition. Since they are in different
contexts, their thoughts are mapped to different propositions, with differ-
ent truth conditions. This proposal is so obvious that it makes us a bit
nervous. We can’t help wondering whether we have missed something.

But perhaps it is the advocate of intentional psychology who should be
nervous at this point. Fodor maintains that the truth of functional-role
semantics entails the truth of Meaning Holism, and that Meaning Holism
is ‘the best reason philosophers have proposed so far for irrealism about
the attitudes’ (p. 71). Suppose he is right on both counts. If he is also right
that the problem just sketched is the ‘most serious’ objection to be raised
against function-role semantics (p. 80), then realism about the attitudes is
in real trouble.

4. Can Content Be Naturalized?

During the last decade, philosophers have lavished a great deal of attention
on the project of giving a naturalistic account of the propositional atti-
tudes.’? The reason for all of this effort is clear.

[T]he deepest motivation for intentional irrealism derives not from
such relatively technical worries about individualism and holism
as we’'ve been considering, but rather from a certain ontological
intuition: that there is no place for intentional categories in a
physicalistic view of the world; that the intentional can’t be natu-
ralized. (p. 97)

In his final chapter, Fodor criticizes some recent efforts to naturalize the
notion of intentional content, and sketches his own approach. We are, to
say the least, unpersuaded by Fodor’s sketch. But before setting out the

12 Gee, for example, Devitt (1989); Dretske (1981, 1988); Field (1978); Loar (1981); Lycan
(1988); Millikan (1984); Papineau (1987).
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reasons for our skepticism, we want to raise a deeper and murkier issue.
We’'ve found that the more we think about the project of naturalizing
content, the less clear we are about what the project is. What would count
as succeeding? Here’s what Fodor says:

I want a naturalized theory of meaning; a theory that articulates,
in nonsemantic and nonintentional terms, sufficient conditions for
one bit of the world to be about (to express, represent, or be true
of) another bit. (p. 98)

But this can’t be what Fodor wants, not if we take him literally. For it is
just too easy:

If x is Fodor’s most recent utterance of ‘Maria Callas’ (or: if x is the
concept that underlies that utterance) then x represents Maria Callas.

If y is Fodor’s most recent utterance of ‘Meaning Holism is a crazy
doctrine’ (or the thought that underlies it) then y is about Meaning
Holism, and y is true iff Meaning Holism is a crazy doctrine.

There are two sufficient conditions. For a penny a piece we’ll be happy to
provide indefinitely many more. Now it might be protested that this is
just a logical quibble. And perhaps it is. We also have what we suspect
are much deeper concerns about the naturalizing project. But those will
be easier to explain after we've set out our critique of Fodor’s theory.

Throughout Psychosemantics Fodor assumes that some version of the
Language of Thought hypothesis is correct.’®> Given that assumption, the
primitive non-logical vocabulary of Mentalese is the plausible place for
the naturalizer to focus his attention. And this is what Fodor does. The
story he wants to tell us is a version of what is often known as ‘indicator’
semantics. The core idea is captured by what Fodor calls “The Crude Causal
Theory’.

13 ‘At the heart of the theory’ are the following two claims:
1) ‘To believe that such and such is to have a mental symbol that means that such
and such tokened in your head in a certain way .. .. Correspondingly, to hope
that such and such is to have a token of that same mental symbol tokened in your
head, but in a rather different way .... And so on for every attitude that you
can bear toward a proposition, and so on for every proposition toward which you
can bear an attitude .. ..
2) Mental processes are causal sequences of tokenings of mental representations.’
(p. 17)

The hypothesis is defended in the Appendix, ‘Why There Still Has to Be a Language of

Thought'.
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The Crude Causal Theory says, in effect, that a symbol expresses
a property if it's nomologically necessary that all and only instances
of the property cause tokenings of the symbol. (p. 100)

But, obviously, this account can’t be correct as it stands, for both the ‘all’
and the ‘only’ are too strong.

There are problems with the “all’ part (since not all horses actually
do cause ‘horse’ tokenings) and there are problems with the ‘only’
part {cows sometimes cause ‘horse’ tokenings; e.g., when they are
mistaken for horses). (pp. 100-101)

Much of the work in Fodor’s chapter is aimed at remedying these two
problems.

4.1 The ‘Only’ Problem: Error and Asymmetric Dependency

If the only things that caused cognitive agents to token a particular mental
symbol were instances of the property the symbol expresses, then certain
kinds of misrepresentation, or cognitive error, would be impossible. But,
of course, misrepresentation is not impossible. On most occasions, when
something causes you to think ‘horse’, it is a horse. But every now and
again ‘horse’ thoughts are caused by cows. If we were to accept the Crude
Causal Theory we would have to say that in virtue of sometimes being
caused by cows, the mental symbol ‘horse’ actually means (or expresses
the property) horse or cow.' For obvious reasons, this difficulty has been
dubbed ‘the disjunction problem’. To patch the theory, what’s needed is
some nonsemantic way of ruling out the ‘wild’ tokenings of a mental
symbol—those caused by things that are not instances of the property they
express.

The patch Fodor proposes invokes the notion of asymmetric causal depen-
dency.

[T}he possibility of saying ‘that’s a horse’ falsely presupposes the
existence of a semantic setup for saying it truly, but not vice versa.
Put it in terms of the [Crude Causal Theory], and we have it that
the fact that cows cause one to say ‘horse’ depends on the fact
that horses do, but the fact that horses cause one to say ‘horse’
does not depend on the fact that cows do.

So, the causal connection between cows and ‘horse’ tokenings is,
as I shall say, asymmetrically dependent upon the causal connection
between horses and ‘horse’ tokenings. So now we have a necessary

4 Fodor italicizes the names of properties, uses single quotes for expressions in

Mentalese, and capitalizes the names of concepts.
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condition for a B-caused ‘A’ token to be wild: B-caused ‘A’ token-
ings are wild only if they are asymmetrically dependent upon non-
B-caused ‘A’ tokenings . ..

Alternatively, we can press the analysis further by reconstructing
the notion of an empirical dependence in the familiar way, viz.,
by reference to subjunctives: If B-caused ‘A’ tokenings are wild—
if they falsely represent B’s as A’s—then there would be a causal
route from A’s to ‘A’ even if there were no causal route from B’s
to ‘A’s; but there would be no causal route from B’s to “A’s if there
were no causal route from A’s to ‘A’s. (p. 108)

Fodor’s proposal is ingenious. But, unless we are badly misreading him,
it is also quite hopeless. Perhaps the best way to see the problem is to
focus on those cases in which cognitive agents find it difficult or impossible
to distinguish A’s from B’s. Water and XYZ provide a familiar example,
though we need not resort to Twin Earth fantasies. Consider the following,
totally terrestrial, case. Jones is about as good at the next fellow at recogniz-
ing horses. But, like the rest of us, he is hardly perfect. It would be easy
enough for the special effects folks at Disney Studios to doctor up a donkey
(or a zebra, or perhaps even a robot) so that Jones thinks it's a horse, even
on careful inspection. Still, we want to say that when Jones tokens ‘horse”
in response to the Disney donkey, it is a case of misrepresentation. His
tokening of ‘horse’ is wild.

Now let’s think about Fodor's subjunctives. Is it the case that there
would be a causal route from horses to ‘horse’ even if there were no causal
route from Disney donkeys to ‘horse’? Almost certainly, the answer is no.
For as we've told the story, Disney donkeys lead to ‘horse’ tokenings
because they look just like horses. (Compare: XYZ would lead Jones to
‘water’ tokenings because it looks just like water.) The nearest possible
world in which Disney donkeys don’t cause ‘horse’ tokenings is probably
one in which Jones’s perceptual and cognitive systems have been pretty
seriously mucked up. How else could it happen that something which looks
just like a horse doesn’t cause ‘horse’ tokenings? But in that possible
world, horses won’t cause ‘horse’ tokenings either. Thus, on Fodor’s
account, when a Disney donkey causes Jones to token ‘horse’ the token is
not wild; Jones’s ‘horse’ means horse or Disney donkey. Thus, it seems,
Fodor has not solved the disjunction problem at all.

4.2 The ‘All’ Problem: Fodor’s Flirtation with Foundationalism -

On the Crude Causal Theory, a Mentalese symbol expresses the property
of being a horse only if all instantiations of the property lead to a tokening
of the symbol. ‘But that's preposterous on the face of it. What about
Ancient Athenian horses? What about horses on Alpha Centauri?’ (p. 111).
To patch this problem, Fodor proposes that we cobble together a cluster
of complex and prima facie implausible doctrines. One central component
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of the proposal is that psychophysics can help us out, at least with some
concepts, and that the rest can be treated, well, more or less analogously.
But to see where the psychophysics fits in, we need to back up a bit.

A first response to the problem posed by Ancient Athenian horses and
the like is ‘to put one’s faith in counterfactuals; [Athenian] horses would
cause (/would have caused) corresponding ‘Horse’ tokenings if .... And
here’s the rub, because we don’t know which counterfactuals to appeal to’
(p. 111). It's here that psychophysics enters the picture. “To a close first
approximation ..., psychophysics is the science that tells us how the
content of an organism’s belief box varies with the values of certain
physical parameters in its local environment.” (p. 113) Thus, ‘[flor the
concepts and properties it applies to, psychophysics is just what the causal
theory ordered. The Crude Causal Theory, together with psychophysics,
provides a plausible sufficient condition for certain symbols to express
certain properties, viz., that tokenings of those symbols are connected to
instantiations of the properties they express by psychophysical law.” (p. 113)
So, for example, psychophysics tells us that if the environment is of a
certain sort, ‘then you’ll think “red” if your eyes are pointed [in the right
direction] and your visual system is intact’ (p. 113).

Whatever plausibility this proposal has for concepts like RED, it obvi-
ously won’t work for concepts like PROTON. Nor, Fodor argues, will it
do as it stands for concepts like HORSE. For ‘seeing a horse as a horse
requires applying the concept HORSE to what you see. And of course,
intact observers qua intact observers don’t have to have the concept HORSE’
(p. 116). Now it might be protested that if the proposal doesn’t work for
HORGSE, it’s not likely to work for RED either. For suppose our intact
observer is a Dani tribesman in whose language there are only two color
words. If it is conceded that he doesn’t have the concept HORSE, why
should we suppose that he has the concept RED? But we don’t propose to
push this objection. For there are worse problems pending when Fodor
attempts to extend his account to patently nonobservational concepts like
PROTON.

Fodor’s proposal for dealing with these cases is to adopt ‘a demure
foundationalism’ that ‘connects having concepts with having experiences
and knowing meanings with knowing what would count as evidence’
(p. 118). What Fodor needs is some ‘naturalistically specifiable conditions
under which instantiations of proton are guaranteed to affect what’s in the
belief box (p. 119). His strategy is to divide the task into three separate
parts. The first, to be provided by physics, specifies a set of circumstances
(an ‘experimental environment’—p. 120) in which the presence of a proton
produces some observable effect, a trace on a photographic plate, for
example. The second is to be provided by psychophysics, which specifies
circumstances under which the observable trace on the photographic plates
will produce, in a suitably situated observer, ‘a token of some (probably
complex) psychophysical concept’ (p. 120). Thus, ‘[sjuppose what happens
in the experimental environment is that instances of proton turn photo-
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graphic plates red’ (p. 120). Then the psychophysics can specify circum-
stances in which these red plates will cause an observer to token the
appropriate ‘psychophysical concept—RED SQUIGGLE, or something
along those lines.

The third step is the hard one. What is needed is some way of getting
from RED SQUIGGLE to proton.

It’s clear enough what story one wants to tell: Some people—
physicists, for example—know about the causal relation between,
on the one hand, instantiations of proton and, on the other, the
redness of photographic plates that are exposed in appropriate
experimental environments. Such people are thus in a position to
draw the relevant inferences from the look of the plate to the
presence of the particle. (pp. 120-21)

But, of course, this is not a story that Fodor can tell, since his project is to
naturalize semantic notions, which at a minimum, requires that they be
explained in non-semantic terms. So the account cannot use notions like
knowing physical theory and drawing inferences. To deal with the problem,
Fodor suggests, in effect, that we ignore the details of the inference process,
and treat it as a sort of cognitive black box.

[T]hough protons typically exert causal control over [‘proton’ tok-
ening] via the activation of intentional mechanisms, a naturalistic
semantics doesn’t need to specify all that. All it needs is that the
causal control should actually obtain, however it is mediated. The
claim ... is that it’s sufficient for ‘proton’ to express proton if
there’s a reliable correlation between protons and ‘protons’,
effected by a mechanism whose response is specific to psycho-
physical traces for which protons are in fact causally responsible.
And that claim can be made in nonintentional, nonsemantic
vocabulary. It just was. (p. 121)

The picture is that there’s, as it were, a computer between the
sensorium and the belief box, and that the tokenings of certain
psychophysical concepts eventuates in the computer’s running
through certain calculations that in turn lead to tokenings of ‘pro-
ton’ ... on the appropriate occasions. (p. 123)
Of course, these calculations will in fact be inferences, invoking stored
beliefs as premises and drawing conclusions. And Fodor’s account can’t
allude to any of that.

But you don’t need to mention any of that to say what it is about
the computer’s calculations that’s relevant to fixing the semantics
of ‘proton’; all that requires is that the computer output ‘proton’
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when its inputs are tokenings of psychophysical concepts for
which protons are in fact responsible. (p. 123)

On our view, there is something deeply puzzling about this proposal.
In sketching the reasons for our puzzlement we will, finally, return to the
question we posed at the beginning of Section 4: What counts as getting
a naturalistic account of content right?

The first thing to note is that, since Fodor's account can’t apply inten-
tional notions to the computational processes that link the sensorium to
the belief box, he cannot put any constraints on the content of the beliefs
that the system is exploiting, nor on their truth or falsehood. Any set of
beliefs will do, provided that they produce their output only when a proton
is in fact responsible for the sensory stimulation that serves as input. But
now consider the following story:

On an isolated island there is a tribe that has a well developed, polytheis-
tic religion, with all the usual trappings. Different deities have different
personalities, different powers, and different proclivities. There are many
stories about the ways in which the doings of the deities affect people’s
daily lives, and everyone believes them. One day there is a ship wreck far
out at sea, and the tide carries to the island what is in fact the latest
high-tech proton detector. Remarkably, it still works. Whenever a proton
contacts the appropriate surface, a red light goes on. The chief priest of
the island, after consulting the appropriate entrails, decrees that the red
light signals the presence of the deity Jaf, notorious for his wit and his
penchant for creating mischief and spreading confusion. Everyone accepts
the priest’'s pronouncement, and thereafter takes the red light to be one of
the many recognized signs which can indicate that Jaf is nearby.

What makes our little tale interesting is that, on Fodor’s account, it
seems that the natives’ Mentalese symbol, ‘Jaf’, has come to mean proton.
For the natives now token ‘Jaf’ when they see the red light, and the red
light is reliably linked to the presence of protons. If Fodor is right, then
this sort of linkage is a sufficient condition for Jaf’ to express proton. But
surely this is utterly counter-intuitive. ‘Jaf’ tokenings clearly did not mean
proton prior to the arrival of the proton detectors. And it seems quite
preposterous to suppose that the new role that the proton detector has
come to play in the native religion is sufficient to make ‘Jaf’ mean proton
now.

It might be thought that this case provides a clear counter-example to
Fodor’s theory, since what the theory entails is just the opposite of what
intuition dictates. But we suspect that this is too simple an assessment of
the situation. For there is at least a hint that Fodor anticipated cases like
this, and that he refuses to worry about them.

On this view, somebody who believes really crazy things—that
protons are alive, as it might be—could still have the concept
PROTON. . .. I regard this as a virtue; people can have radically
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false theories and really crazy views, consonant with our under-
standing perfectly well, thank you, which false views they
have. . ..

A consequence of the present view is that although theories
mediate symbol/world connections, still Meaning Holism is not
thereby implied. {pp. 124-5)

We're not at all sure that Fodor would choose to bite the bullet in the case
we have sketched, and to insist that the theory is right and intuition is
wrong—that in tokening ‘Jaf’ the natives really do mean proton. But if
Fodor does take that line, then it seems to us that the entire project of
‘naturalizing’ content becomes something of a puzzle. For surely not just
any naturalistic, non-intentional account of content will count as accept-
able. The tacit rules of the game philosophers have been playing seem to
require that to be acceptable an account must accord with people’s
intuitions about content. But, as the case at hand illustrates, those
intuitions are sensitive to the theory in which a concept or term is embed-
ded. If Fodor’s rejection of Meaning Holism leads him to discount the
intuitions, then it is simply unclear what will count as getting a naturalistic
analysis of content right.
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